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CHAPTER I 
A MEETING OF EAST AND WEST 


PURPLE twilight settled softly over thé thirsty 
mesa. ‘Towards the gaunt indigo mountains 
that cut into the western sky like a row of broken 
teeth, the blood-red desert sun sank like a toy balloon, 
filling the hollows with shadows and painting the 
billowing sage and mesquite until they glowed like 
a sea of smoky gold. Silence unfolded the mono- 
tonous emptiness of the Arizona wilderness, a be- 
wildering chaos of sand, cactus, and sun-splintered 
crags that quivered eerily as they flung back the 
furnace heat of the day. Far off, the thin quavering 
howl of a coyote rose into the air, then ceased 
abruptly as the desert awoke to life with sound and 
movement. : 

From behind a clump of cottonwood trees that 
marked a scarcely discernible trail came a rider on 
a skewbald pony that moved with the tireless lope 

he) 
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of the desert-born pinto. Reaching the top of a rise, 
the rider reined in suddenly, and then sat gazing 
down the trail under the rim of his high-crowned 
hat ; and seen thus, at rest, it was possible to observe 
him more closely, to make out that it was not a man, 
as one might have supposed, but a boy of not more 
than fifteen years of age, although in every respect 
apart from his face and stature he might have been 
aman. That is to say, he was dressed as a man. 
A dark red woollen shirt, marked with a conspicuous 
check pattern, was gathered loosely into brown 
corduroy trousers that ended in elastic-sided boots, 
from the heels of which projected silver spurs. A 
large yellow handkerchief was knotted loosely round 
his neck so that the broad part hung low on his chest. 
A wide leather belt, decorated with numerous brass 
studs, and sagging under the weight of the cartridges 
it held, encircled his waist and supported two 
revolver holsters, one on either side, that were 
strapped down on his thighs by thin strips-of raw- 
hide. From the holsters projected the butts of ivory- 
handled revolvers. | 
For a full minute he sat-still, his steady grey eyes 
probing the purple distance, with the last rays of the 
setting sun lighting up his youthful sun-tanned face 
and a wisp of flaxen hair that had escaped the all- 
embracing clasp of his broad-rimmed Stetson. 
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Suddenly, for no apparent reason, the pinto 
reared. The boy’s hand flashed to his waist. There 
was a spurt of orange flame, and a snake that had 
coiled itself to strike writhed headless in the dust. 
The boy hardly glanced at it. He holstered the 
weapon and shook the reins. 

** G’wan, hoss,’”’ he murmured. 

The pinto gathered itself and resumed its even 
lope, but quickened its pace as the boy’s knees 
tightened on the saddle flaps. 

An introspective expression had settled on the 
rider’s face, for he was thinking about his errand, 
turning over in his mind the unusual news that 
Grant Wales, the range boss, had given his cow- 
boys of the O-bar-O Ranch, at Silversprings, two 
hours before. | 

“‘ Boys,” he had said, “there’s a new hand 
coming out here from the east, from England, and 
I’m warning you to lay off any hossplay. I didn’t 
ask for him, but he’s been sent, and it came about 
thisaways. As you know, this range is owned by 
Mr. Black of New York City, but five years ago, 
when things was bad, after the big norther that 
wiped out half the cattle, Mr. Black got a friend in 
England, a Mr. Somerville, to finance him till things 
could be straightened out agin. It seems like Mr. 
Somerville has got a calf who’s always been weak in 
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the chest. Well, I guess that ain’t his fault, but this 
Mr. Somerville he’s got the idea that the dry air 
on the range might do for the kid what the London 
doctors couldn’t do. I told Mr. Black that we hadn’t 
got no time to tend sick mavericks, but he sez he 
couldn’t refuse a pal, particularly as if it hadn’t been 
for that pal we shouldn’t be here now. The boy’s 
arriving on the freight to-night, at Apache Creek, 
and I’m telling you right here and now that we can’t 
have no hossplay, which mebbe he wouldn’t under- 
stand was only fun. We've got to give the kid a 
break—leastways till we see how he shapes. If he 
shapes bad—well, we’ll put him on the train back 
to where he come from. If he shapes reasonable 
I’d be obliged if you’d see he don’t get mussed up. 
That’s all, boys. ‘Tim’s gone in the buckboard to 
fetch him.” 

At that moment the boss’s eyes had lighted on 
‘‘Pash ’’? Moore. ‘“‘ Come to think of it, Pash, as 
he’s about your own age, mebbe you'd care to ride 
as far as the railroad and help to make the kid at 
home ? ”’ 

“‘ Sure, boss,” Pash had agreed willingly, and it 
was for this purpose that he was now on the trail, 
trying to overtake Tim Maloney in the buckboard. 

He caught him on the alkali plain just before 
they reached the collection of ramshackle, frame- 
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wooden hutments and extensive stockyards that 
comprised the village of Apache Creek. 

‘Hallo, kid, what are you doing here ? ”’ :de- 
manded Tim, a tall slim Irishman of about twenty- 
five years of age, as Pash drew level. 

“* T’ve come to help you get this sick calf 1 into the 
corral,”’ grinned Pash. 

“Careful how you use your rope,” bantered 
Tim. 

“‘ He'll be all right, I guess, when we've put the 
branding irons on him,” declared Pash, as they 
pulled up outside the station and hitched the horses 
to the hitching rail. He stopped suddenly as an idea 
struck him. ‘“‘ Say,Tim, there ain’t no call for you 
to hang around,” he continued. “ You go and have 
a drink in the saloon, or’”’—he glanced slyly at his 
companion—“‘ have a word or two, mebbe, with 
Molly O’Brien. You can ride my pinto home. I'll 
drive the boy in the buckboard ; mebbe we can get 
acquainted.” | 

Tim hesitated. ‘‘ I reckon that ain’t no bad idea 
either,” he drawled. ‘‘ Okay, then. See you later.” 
He walked away down the dusty village street towards 
the store wherein dwelt Mr. O’Brien and his daughter 
Molly. 

Left alone,. Pash sauntered into the station to 


await the arrival of the train. He hadn’t long to 
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wait, and as only one passenger alighted,.and that 
passenger was a boy of about his own age, he was in 
no doubt as to whom to address. Nevertheless, he 
hesitated before speaking, for this boy was like no 
other boy he had ever seen. His face was thin 
and pale, but it was not that which amused him ; 
it was his town suit. Actually, the suit was far from 
immaculate, but to Pash’s eyes, unaccustomed to city 
dress, it was spotless. Noting that the boy was 
looking about him as if he expected somebody, he 
stepped forward. 

*““*Scuse me, but are you Mr. Somerville?’ he 
inquired. 

“Yes, ’m Tony Somerville. Are you from the 
Silversprings Ranch ? ”’ 

é¢ Sur e.”” 

The new arrival held out his hand. ‘“ Glad to 
meet you,” he said warmly. 

‘* That goes for me too,” answered Pash, gripping 
the hand. “ I’m Pash Moore.” | 

“ D’you work on the ranch ? ” 

“You bet I do.” 

“Why, that’s grand. I didn’t expect such luck 
as to find a fellow of my own age here.”’ 

Pash smiled—a rather embarrassed smile. 

“‘Reckon you're pretty sore at being sent to a 
one-eyed hole like this, huh ¢ ”’ 

10 
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Tony laughed. 

““Sore! Mesore? Don’t you believe it. You 
don’t know how I’ve been looking forward to getting 
here. You see, so far I’ve only read about this sort 
of thing, and as I’ve spent half my life in bed I’ve 
had plenty of time for reading. It was reading books 
about the West that made me want to see it in 
reality. It was my idea that I came here.” 

‘'The boss says you’ve been ill.” 

Tony nodded. 

“Yes. I’ve been ill on and off all my life,” he 
admitted sadly. 

“‘ Shucks, that’s tough. Forget it. We'll soon 
fix you. Let’s get your baggage on the buckboard.” 
Pash moved towards a trunk and two suit-cases. 

“‘ Have we far to go? ”’ asked Tony. 

“Not far—why ?”’ 

“Well, I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’m feeling 
rather tired. It’s been a long journey.” 

““Don’t worry about that, mister. It ain’t no 
distance to the ranch.” | 

““For goodness’ sake don’t call me mister. 
Please call me Tony. What do you mean by no 
distance ? ”” 

“* Twenty-five miles, mebbe.”’ 

Tony started. ‘‘ Great Scott! We should call 


that a pretty long drive at home,” he laughed. 
' II 
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““ However, no doubt I shall last out. By the way, 
forgive me, but I didn’t quite catch your name.” 
“I don’t see no call to be forgiven for that,” 
returned Pash frankly, for he was beginning to feel 
more at home with the stranger, who was not so 
strange as he expected. ‘‘ My name’s Pash,” he said, 
as they hoisted the luggage into the light conveyance. 
“* 'That’s rather an odd name, isn’t it ? ”’ 
“It don’t sound so odd to me—mebbe because 
I ain't never had no other,” declared Pash as they 
took their places. ‘‘ G’wan, hosses,” he drawled. 
The two ponies, knowing they were going home, 
needed no urging. They leapt forward at a speed 
that made Tony clutch the side of the vehicle. 
“You see, it was thisaway,’’ explained Pash. 
‘“‘ My father and mother was killed by Injuns when 
I was a yearling—right here, where we are now, but 
that was fifteen years ago, before there was a railroad. 
They had a homestead. My mother hid me in a 
bunch of mesquite before she was killed. Old 
Daddy Moore, who still works on the range, happened 
along and found the burnt-out shack. He heard me 
bleatin’ in the bushes. He took me home to the 
ranch and brought me up like his own kid. As I 
hadn’t got a name he called me Pash, which is'short 
for Apache Creek where he found me.” 


‘** And he’s still alive ? ”’ 
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* Sure he is. He’s old and grey-headed, and all 
the cowboys call him Daddy, but he’s still the 
smartest guy on the draw round here for a long way, 
bar Tex Bradley and Tim Maloney, mebbe, who 
are two of our cowhands.” 

“And you still live with Daddy Moore ? ” 

“Well, I do and I don’t, as you might say. You 
see, Daddy’s got a daughter of his own. Her name’s 
Sally, and I reckon to marry her one day. The house 
wasn’t so big, so I rigged myself up a bunk next to 
the saddle room, near the cowboys—but I eat with 
Daddy and Sally.”’ 

‘“* How many cowboys are there altogether ? ”’ 

‘* 'Twelve—that ain’t counting old Ben. His real 
name’s Abendigo. He’s a coon from Kentucky, and 
cooks for the boys on.the range.. He makes swell 
flapjacks.”’ 

Tony gazed round the lonely landscape through 
which they were passing, for the moon had come up 
and shed a mysterious light over the sea of sage- 
brush and mesquite. Here and there enormous cacti 
stood stiffly, like pagan monstrosities. “It looks 
terribly lonely,” he said in an awed voice. “Is the 
rangé all like this ? ”’ 

“‘Shucks! No. Cattle couldn’t live in this stuff. 
The range lays on the other side of the ranch, but 
it’s pretty tough country all the same.” 
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“Pull up a minute, will you,” requested Tony. 
“IT want to look at this—you don’t know how it 
thrills me.”’ 

Pash pulled the ponies to a standstill in the deep 
shade of a clump of cottonwoods. 

“Does anything live in this wilderness ?” in- 
quired Tony. 

‘‘ Rattlers and coyotes—that’s about all. You 
want to watch out for rattlers ; the critters is every- 
where down Rattlesnake Valley, which is part of our 
range. They’re bad medicine down there. Reckon 
we lose.a hundred head of cattle every year through 
rattlers. Ssh.’’ Pash laid his hand on Tony’s arm. 

Tony could see nothing. ‘‘ What is it?” he 
whispered. 

““Someone’s coming across the mesa.’ Pash 
breathed the words. 

A: moment or two later Tony could hear the soft 
pad of horse’s hooves. He heard the horse stumble. 
A man’s voice fired a volley of oaths. 

Pash stiffened, his eyes probing the deceptive 
moonlight. 

Tony, following their direction, could just make 
out the vague silhouette of a horseman moving across 
the mesa in the direction of Apache Creek. He 
opened his mouth to speak, but Pash shook his arm. 


They remained motionless in the deep shade of the 
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trees until the horseman disappeared into the dis- 
tance. Not until the sound of hooves had died away 
to silence did Pash relax. | 

‘““Was that a friend of yours?” asked Tony 
softly. . 

“Friend ?”’ Pash’s voice was a sneer. “I’ve 
only heard that voice once before, but it’s a voice 
you don’t forget. That was Two-gun Grundle. 
He’s a bad hombre.”’ 

“*’You mean he’s a bad man?” 

““He’s got the reputation of being a hoss thief. 
He’s wuss than that. He’sa killer. What’s he doing 
so close to our range, I wonder ? G’wan, hosses.” 

Pash shook the horses into a gallop, but his mood 
seemed changed, for he remained silent and thought- 
ful. He did not speak again until they pulled up 
outside the ranch-house. His silence suited Tony 
well enough, for Tony was fascinated by moonlit 
landscape. 

‘“‘ Come in and meet the boss,”’ said Pash, leading 
the way to the door. “ He’sa straight talker, but he’s 
a straight guy too, if ever there was one. You'll like 
Grant Wales—and Mrs. Wales, too. She’s kinda 
mother to all the boys. Come in.” 

A minute later Tony was shaking hands with the 
big, bearded range boss and his wife, who inquired 


about his health and what sort of journey he had had. 
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‘Okay, Pash,” said the boss, after Pash had 
explained that Tim was following on. _ 

*‘ T’ve got bad news for you, boss.” 

“Huh ?” 

‘'Two-gun Grundle is back.” 

The boss frowned. ‘‘ You seen him ? ” 

‘** Sure—and heerd him, so there ain’t no mistake. 
He was crossing the mesa towards Apache Creek.” 

‘*Ah-huh. Thanks, Pash.” 

““S’long, boss. S’long, Tony.” 

‘“‘Good-night, Pash—see you in the morning,” 
called Tony. 

_“ Come and have something to eat and then ll 
show you your room,” said Mother Wales. ‘I see 
you get on all right with Pash ? ”’ 

“*] think he’s a grand fellow,” declared Tony. 

‘Pm glad of that. Pash is a good boy. He'll 
show you round,” said Mrs. Wales as they sat down 
at the table. 


(206) 16 


CHAPTER II 
A GRIM DISCOVERY 


p4s# was not a little astonished when shortly 

after dawn the following morning, as he was 
preparing to leave for the range, Tony appeared. 
He took one amazed stare at him, for he did not 
expect him to be up so early, and in spite of himself 
his face creased into.a smile. 

““T know what you're laughing at,’’ said Tony 
reproachfully. “‘ You’re laughing at my riding-kit.” 
He looked ruefully at his London-made Bedford cord 
breeches, patent leather riding-boots, and well-cut 
jacket. “It isn’t my fault,” he protested. “I didn’t 
even know these things were in my trunk—my 
mother packed it. Anyway, it’s the only riding-kit 
I have.” | 

Pash stroked his chin thoughtfully, doing his best 
to conceal his mirth. | 

“IT wouldn’t let the cowboys see you in that 
outfit if I was you,” he said seriously. ‘“‘ They’d 


laugh, being ornery guys who don’t know no better. 
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And if you ride the range like that you ’re liable to 
stampede the cattle.”’ 

‘But what can I do about it? I want to look 
like you.” 

‘Well, if that’s all, I’ve got a spare outfit you can 
have.”’ | 

“Will you lend it me?” cried Tony delightedly. 
“That is kind of you.”’ 

‘You know, Tony, it ain’t reckoned kind to help 
one another in these parts; it’s just natural, unless 
you're a hoss thief. Come on and ['ll get you the 
outfit. You can meet Daddy and Sally at the same 
time, if Daddy ain’t gone off on the range.”’ 

They found the old man just leaving his wooden 
dwelling. Tony liked him on sight, for his eyes were 
clear, his manner frank, and his expression kindly. 
‘* Pash’ll show you round, son. You do like he says. 
Come in and see me and Sally if you gits lonesome. 
I’ve work to do, so I can’t stop gassin’ now. See you 
later. S’long boys.” 

They went into the house where they found 
Sally, a mongrel terrier at her feet, washing up break- 
fast things. She was singing, but she broke off when 
they walked into the kitchen, wiping her hands on 
her apron. Tony thought -he had never seen a 
prettier girl—although he had never given much 


thought to girls. 
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“There ain’t no call to be scared of Tony,” 
declared Pash confidently, as he introduced him. 
‘* He’s a right guy.” 

Tony shook hands with Sally, who introduced 
him to her dog, Buster. 

“‘ Pash is a lucky fellow,” he observed, tweaking 
Buster’s ear—the surest way to make friends with 
any intelligent dog. 

“Why, mister ? ”’ 

“For goodness’ sake don’t call me mister—my 
name’s Tony. Well, you see, Pash tells me you’re 
going to be married some day, that’s why” 

“Oh shucks, I didn’t say nuthin’ of the sort,” 
protested Pash in confusion. 

“Oh well, that’s fine,”’ returned Tony, smiling. 
‘That gives me a chance.” 

Sally laughed merrily. “‘ Where are you going ? ”’ 
she inquired. 

“I’m aimin’ to show Tony a bit of the range, 
keeping near home till we see how he shapes.” A 
sudden thought seemed to strike Pash, and he looked 
at Tony suspiciously. ‘‘ Can you ride a hoss?”’ 

““Of course—not so well as you, and I don’t 
suppose I could stick on a bucking bronco, but I’ve 
done a bit of hunting at home—between spells of 
being in hospital.” | 

‘* The valley’s a fair stretch.” 

19 
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‘ T-don’t care how far it is. I’ve never felt so well 
in my life.”’ : 

‘* T reckon I'll have to get you some chaps.”’ 

‘You mean those things you put on your legs 
to keep the cactus thorns from pricking you ? ” 

‘You sure know all about it. [Pll get you the 
outfit, and you can be dressing while I find the chaps. 
S’long, Sally.” 

* S’long, boys.” 

‘*'There’s one thing Id like to ask you,” remarked 
Tony as they made their way across the yard. 

“* Go ahead.” 

** Are those revolvers of yours loaded ? ” 

Pash looked astonished. ‘“‘ Loaded? ’Course 
they’re loaded. What use would they be if they 
wasn’t ? What do you think I pack ’em for ? ” 

‘‘ But you don’t really use them, do you ? ” 

‘You bet I do.” 

*¢ What for ? ”’ 

‘* Rounding up the cattle, killin’ a sick steer, and 
scarin’ greasers off the range.” 

‘ Greasers ?” 

** Mexicans. We’re pretty near the border here, 
and there’s some bad hombres about. I shot a 
rattler on my way to the railroad yesterday. Shooting 
rattlers is good practice. One day I hope to be able 


to shoot as fast as Tex Bradley.” 
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“ Aren’t you afraid of shooting yourself ? ” 

“Shoot myself ? What in the name of flapjacks 
would I shoot myself for ? ” 

“*T mean, by accident. Where I come from fire- 
arms are reckoned to be dangerous.”’ 

“In these parts kids are given guns to cut 
their teeth on.” As he spoke Pash picked up a 
large stone and threw it high into the air. As 
it began to fall smoke spurted from his waist. 
Bang-bang-bang. ‘Vhree times the stone jerked 
spasmodically. 

‘* Great Scott!” gasped Tony. ‘“‘ I’d give some- 
thing to be able to do that.” 

“Just practice, that’s all. I ain’t got no spare 
guns, but if you want some we'll ride into Apache 
Creek some time. They cost a deal o’ money. I had 
to save for six years to get mine.” 

“Do you mean to say that you’ve been earning 
money for six years ? ”’ 

“Longer. I started riding the range when I was 
seven. I can do anything a puncher can do except 
throw a steer, and I ain’t heavy enough for that yet. 
I get twenty-five bucks a month and all found. I 
save what I don’t spend on cartridges, or spend on 
presents for Sally at the round-up. D’you want some 
dough ?”’ 

‘No thanks, I’ve got plenty—but I must admit 
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that I’ve never earned a shilling in my life, and 
wouldn’t know how to.’ 

“* Never mind, you'll learn, I guess,”’ said Pash 
consolingly. 

“I’m going to stay here and earn my living as a 
cowpuncher,” declared Tony. 

In a few minutes he had changed his clothes and 
learnt how to fix the leather chaps which Pash had 
found for him. 

“All you need now is a cayuse,”’ grinned 
Pash. 

* That’s what you call a horse, isn’t it?” 

*“‘ Sure it is—what else could it be?” returned 
Pash, as he picked up two saddles and led the way 
to the corral, where his pony came running at his 
whistle. He threw the saddle over it and surveyed 
the score or more of horses that remained. ‘* Don’t 
never go near that black if there ain’t no punchers 
about,’’ he warned, pointing to a big, upstanding black 
horse that was eyeing them suspiciously. ‘“‘ 'That’s 
Devil. He sure is a devil, too. We only use him at 
the rodeo. Not many punchers have stayed on his 
back long. That flea-bitten roan ought to suit you ; 
he ain’t fast, but he’s a safe ride; he knows every 
gopher hole on the range, and if you got lost you’d 
just have to give him his head and he’d bring you 


home.” So saying, Pash walked towards the horse, 
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which stood quite still. He showed Tony how to 
saddle it. 

“ Okay, let’s go,”’ he said when he had finished, 
and the two ponies set off down the dusty trail at a 
lope. 

Tony wanted to gallop from sheer exuberance, 
but Pash restrained him. “There ain’t no sense in 
using up a hoss when there ain’t no call to,” he 
observed sagely. “On the range you never know 
when you want to gallop, and you’d sure look silly 
if your cayuse was used up.” 

“What is there on the range that would make 
you gallop ?” 

“Sometimes an old cross-grained bull takes it 
in his head to show off a bit, and ’way down near the 
border there may be cattle thieves.” 

“Like that fellow we saw last night—what was 
his name ? ”’ 

“Two-gun Grundle. He’s got a reputation for 
being a rustler; leastways, cattle have a way of 
disappearing when he’s around. Some of the 
boys are just yearnin’ to catch him and string him 
up.” 

‘“'Hang him P ”’ 

‘Sure. What else can you do with a rustler ? 
Rustlers is wuss than rattlers.”’ 


After a ride round the home range Tony returned 
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to the ranch-house tired, but nothing like so tired 
as he expected to be, and he announced that he was 
already benefiting from the pure exhilarating air. 
By the end of the week he declared that he was fitter 
than he had ever been in his life, and was ready for 
anything ; and, indeed, he looked it, for his eyes 
were bright and his skin tanned to golden bronze. 
So far he had seen little of the cowboys, for they 
were working on a distant part of the range. 

“Yes, I reckon you'll do,” agreed Pash approv- 
ingly. “*’l'o-morrow I aim to show you Rattlesnake 
Valley—I’ve got to go down there to take a message 
from the boss to Bud Jackson.”’ 

“ 'That’s fine,’ smiled Tony. “ I'll be ready.” 

The following morning they were on their way 
early, Pash striking off in a new direction. 'The trail 
lay through a wild panorama of grass, broken by 
outcrops of grey rock which often rose to a great 
height, and which began to shimmer as the air grew 
hotter and hotter in the glare of the rising sun. On 
both sides grew wide patches of sagebrush, purple 
with flowers that perfumed the air with their herby 
scent. Here and there a dwarf feathery pepper tree 
raised its crest. The bones of dead animals lay about, 
gleaming whitely, and in the distance a buzzard 
wheeled high in the thin dry air. 


A two hours’ ride brought them to a group of 
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scrub oaks that cowered on the north side of a huge 
buttress of rock; within their shade was a mud- 
roofed wattle hut, outside which a grey-haired negro 
was lighting a fire. | 

“* Howdy, Ben,” called Pash, pulling up. | 

“Howdy, Pash,” grinned the negro, looking at 
Tony. | 

“This is Tony,’ announced Pash. ‘“ He’s 
working on the ranch.” 

‘“ Howdy, Tony.”’ 

“Howdy, Ben,” smiled Tony. 

“Where are the boys ? ” asked Pash. 

“ They’re out across Twenty-mile Bottom. I sure 
must get on with my beans now or them scallywags’ll 
pump me full o’ holes. Where’s you g’win’ ?”’ 

“** Down to see Bud Jackson—reckon to find him 
in the'valley. S’long, Ben.” 

The two boys went on again, their ponies settling 
into a swinging gait along a faint trail that wound 
its way through chaparral of sage, greasewood, with 
occasional scrub oaks ; then the trail gradually faded 
away and the country became even wilder than 
before, great isolated outcroppings of chocolate- 
coloured rock between which threaded in meaning- 
less patterns dry watercourses and gullies. Every- 
where lay boulders, bleaching in the sun. 


Tony led the way to an enormous butte, split 
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by some. convulsion of the earth in the remote past. 
Beyond it the ground fell away into a valley that sank 
lower and lower until it became a terrifying ravine 
hemmed in between towering barriers of sun- 
blistered rock. He pointed. ‘‘ Rattlesnake Valley,” 
he said. “Ride tight, pardner, ’cos the rattlers are 
as thick here as fleas on a mangy coyote; if your 
cayuse sees one he may side-step pronto and throw 
you.” 

They went on, descending into an oven-like 
world where the heat-waves shuttled to and fro 
between cruel crags of rock that were now streaked 
with purple, rose, and indigo; but farther on the 
floor of the valley was softened by long strips of blue- 
green sward, with groups of osiers which showed 
that water was not far away. 

Presently Pash reined in again. 

‘‘T don’t get this, not nohow,’’ he muttered, as he 
squinted down the valley. ‘“‘ The cattle ought. to 
be in that lush grass. I can’t make out a steer, not 
anywheres. Come on.”’ 

He cantered forward with Tony at his heels. 
Several times Tony saw rattlesnakes sunning them- 
selves on patches of gravel or squirming through the 
scrub, but none was near enough to cause him 
anxiety. 

As they neared the grass, Pash suddenly pulled 
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his pinto to a slithering halt and slid out of the 
saddle. Stooping swiftly, he picked up a small, yellow 
object. It was a brass cartridge case. He sniffed it. 
‘'There’s been gun-play here within the last twelve 
hours,’ he announced grimly. ‘‘ Pard, we’d best 
keep our eyes skinned.” 

Remounting, he put his horse to a walk, his 
restless eyes scanning the valley. Then again he 
halted. 

“* Bud ought to be here,” he declared. ‘“‘ There’s 
only one other place he can be, and that’s in the 
canyon.” ‘Turning his pony he led the way at a 
canter straight towards the precipitous cliff that rose 
up on the right-hand side of the valley ; but as they 
reached it a fissure appeared, and he guided his horse 
into it. 

The heat in the valley had been bad enough, but 
in the narroéW canyon it was terrific, and this, with 
the stark grandeur of the scene, made~Tony gasp. 
He had little time for the contemplation of it, how- 
ever, for Pash, whose eyes were onthe sliding gravel 
floor, suddenly broke into a canter, swaying with 
easy grace as his pinto picked its way between the 
boulders. Suddenly he uttered a cry, pointed, and 
urged his horse into a gallop. 

Looking in the direction indicated, Tony saw a 
light chestnut horse standing dejectedly with hanging 

27 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 
reins in the shade near the foot of the precipice. By 
the time he reached the spot Pash had already dis- 
mounted, and was on his knees beside a man in cow- 
boy clothes who lay huddled on a patch of gravel 
between two groups of silvery mesquite. 

Pash glanced up as Tony dismounted, staring 
with horror-stricken eyes at a grey face smeared with 
blood. 

“It’s Bud,” said Pash. 

Tony moistened his lips. He was trembling 
violently, for never before had he seen a dead man, 
or a man near to death by violence. He was shaken 
by a spasm of nausea. 

“‘ Is he—is he dead ? ’’ he whispered. 

“Nope, but he’s bad hurt,’’ returned Pash, 
straightening out the limp body. ‘“* His guns has 
gone, which makes it look like greasers were around. 
Gimme the water can.” 

With shaking fingers Tony unfastened the water- 
can and handed it to Pash, who had made a bundle 
of his shirt and tucked it under the wounded man’s 
head. He poured a little of the liquid between the 
ashen lips and sprinkled some on the grey face. But 
the man gave no sign of life. 

Pash rose to his feet. 

“TI got to get help,” he said crisply, scanning the 
tooth-like ridge on the opposite side of the canyon. 
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Suddenly he stiffened. Then he flung Tony aside 
so that he fell sprawling; almost with the same 
movement his hand flashed to his hip and his revolver 
roared. Simultaneously something struck the boulder 
against which Tony had fallen, and whistled away 
with a shrill whe-e-e-e-e. 

Tony could only stare, petrified by the suddenness 
of the attack. 

“ Get under that rock and stay there,” rasped 
Pash. His revolver roared again. 

Tony, lying flat on the hot gravel, looked up to 
see what he was shooting at, and was just in time to 
see a figure back away from the skyline. ‘‘ Who was 
that ?”’ he called. 

“Luis Durango, Two-gun Grundle’s partner. 
I’d know that doggone greaser anywhere.” 

Not for a second did Pash take his eyes from the 
place where the Mexican had disappeared. “ He 
ain’t alone,’ he continued. ‘“‘ They’ve got the cattle. 
They musta plugged Bud when he showed up. I 
dunno what to do for the best. If we leave Bud he'll 
die, or. get chewed up by a coyote or them all-fired 
rattlers. We've gotta get help.” | 

“ Tl go back,” offered Tony. 

“*Tain’t no use—you’d never find your way. 
By rights I ought to follow them rustlers and see 
where they’re making for. Gol-durn it, I dunno 
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what to do. Maybe I’d best go back. We've got 
to try to save poor old Bud.” ; 

* All right. You go back. [ll stay here and look 
after him.” 

You will ?” 

“* Of course.” 

“It'll be dark before I can get back with the 
buckboard, and it’s plumb lonesome down here after 
dark. D’you mind ? p>”? 

‘* Of course not.’ 

“* Okay, kid. You’re a swell guy. T’ll leave you 
the tucker and water. You can’t do nothin’ for Bud, 
so it ain’t no use tryin’—he’s hit in the chest.” 

As he spoke Pash unfastened the food bag that 
hung on his saddle, and tossed it on the ground. 
Then he drew one of his revolvers and passed it to 
Tony. ‘‘ You may need that,” he said. “‘ S’long. 
I'll get back as fast as I can.”’ With that he vaulted 
on his pinto and raced up the canyon. 

Tony, left alone, recovered the faculties which 
had been scattered by the shock of their grim dis- 
covery. For some time he watched the rim of the 
canyon, but when the man who had fired at them did 
not reappear he carried the food bag and the water 
can into the shade, and tethered the two horses to a 
stunted scrub oak. This done, he turned his atten- 


tion to the wounded cowboy. He noticed that the 
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sun was creeping round the rock, and would soon 
be shining on Bud, so he dragged him into the 
shade of an overhanging rock. He put the revolver 
in his pocket, fetched the water-can, moistened the 
wounded man’s lips with his handkerchief, and 
cleaned a cut which had evidently been caused 
when the cowboy fell from his horse. While he was 
doing this the wounded man moaned, and then 
slowly opened his eyes. 

““Okay, Bud. Hang on,” whispered Tony. 
‘‘ Pash has gone for help.” 

‘The wounded man’s lips moved, but no sound 
came. 

Tony bent over him. “‘ Are you trying to tell me 
something, Bud ? ”’ he asked softly. 

The cowboy’s lips moved again. They formed 
rather than said the words, “‘ ‘T'wo—gun—Grundle.”’ 

Tony nodded. “I get It, Bud. We'll get the 
skunk. Don’t talk any more now.’ 

The cowpuncher closed his eyes and lapsed again 
into unconsciousness. 

‘Tony settled down to his londly vigil. 

As the afternoon wore on, the heat in the canyon 
became .almost unbearable. ‘There was no move- 
ment of air of any sort, and it was with relief that 
at last ‘Tony saw the shadows begin to lengthen. 


From time to time he scrutinized the jagged skyline 
31 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 


anxiously ; he ‘was not afraid; indeed, he was 
conscious of a strange feeling of fearlessness, although 
had he a month before imagined himself in such a 
setting he would have been not a little alarmed. 
This, he thought, was largely due to Pash, whom he 
already liked immensely, and he congratulated him- 
self on finding such a friend.. It amazed him that 
although he had ridden more than twenty miles over 
rough country he was not in the least tired, whereas 
at home such a journey would have worn him out. 
Presently he became aware that he was hungry, and, 
opening the canvas food-bag, began eating the bread, 
beans, and cold beef that it contained, smiling as he 
wondered what his mother would think if she could 
see him eating such fare, instead of the usual deli- 
cacies put on the table to tempt his fickle appetite. 

‘Twilight came, and with it strange rustlings in 
the brush, furtive whisperings that made his skin 
prickle, and his ‘hair tingle at the roots. He remem- 
bered the reptiles for which the valley was notorious, 
but he only saw one snake, and that was some 
distance away, so he came to the conclusion that the 
eerie sounds were made by ants, of which thousands 
now appeared, big ants and little ants, red ants and 
black ants, and even white ants, marching in regular 
columns. Once a bevy of quail ran swiftly across an 
opening in the brush. 
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As darkness closed in he felt inclined to light a 
fire, but refrained, fearing that it would be seen by 
enemies who might still be lurking in the district. 
From time to time he moistened the wounded 
cowboy’s lips, wondering how long it would be 
before Pash returned. | 

It was deep night—for the moon had not yet 
risen although countless stars twinkled in the sky— 
when he was jerked out of a reverie by a sound that 
brought him to his feet, revolver in hand, eyes 
probing the darkness, nerves quivering. It was the 
metallic rattle of a pebble. A moment later his 
straining ears caught a repetition of the sound, and 
he saw a horseman coming slowly towards him. 

‘He waited until he was twenty yards away, and 
then, raising the revolver, sang out, “Stay right 
there.”’ 

“‘ Okay, Tony,” came the answer instantly, but 
in an unknown voice, rich with Irish brogue but 
overlaid with southern drawl. A tall stranger slid 
gracefully from his horse and walked towards him. 

“.’m Tim Maloney,” he announced. “TI ran 
into. Pash way back near Joe’s shack. He told me 
what had happened, so I drifted along. How’s Bud ?”’ 

“I’m afraid he’s in a bad way,” returned Tony. 
“He recovered consciousness, but only for a 


moment.”’ 
(205) 33 3 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 

‘* Say anything P”’ 

** He just said, ‘ T'wo-gun Grundle. 

“Looks like Pash was right. Them blame 
rustlers is around agin. Well, they’ll be across the 
border now, I reckon.”’ ‘The tall cowboy, who, ‘Tony 
now saw, was a young man of about twenty-five years, 
of age, knelt beside the wounded cowpuncher and 
laid a hand on his heart. 

‘“Bud’s purty tough,” he said softly. “ Mebbe 
he’ll pull through. The buckboard ought to be here 
any minute now.” 

A little while later it arrived, driven by the 
range boss himself. Pash and a taciturn, thick-set 
man whom Pash called Tex slid from their pintos. 
Without a word the wounded man was lifted care- 
fully into the vehicle. 

“Well, I guess that’s all we can do now,”’ said 
the boss. ‘“ You'd all better get back home.” 

“But what about the cattle, boss ?’’ inquired 
Pash. 

“'We.can’t do nothin’ about them now. They’ll 
be over the border.” | 

‘* All the same, I calc’late that two hundred head 
can’t move without leaving some sort o’ trail,” 

“The kid’s right,’ murmured Tex. 

“So what ? ” 


“Tf it’s all the same to you I’d like to stick 
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around till mornin’ and see which way they went,” 
answered Pash. | 

The boss thought for a moment. ‘“ Okay,” he 
said. ‘‘ But don’t you go heading into trouble. I 
can’t spare Tex or Tim—they’ve got to take some 
beeves to the railroad in the morning.” 

“That’s all right, boss; we'll just have a look 
round and see what there is to see.” 

‘You wanna stay too, Tony ?” 

“* Indeed I do.” . 

“What am I going to tell your father if you go 
and get yourself plugged by them hornswoggled 
rustlers ? ” 

“ T’ll take care not to get plugged.” 

‘‘ Okay, but be careful.”” The boss got into the 
buckboard and the two cowpunchers swung up into 
their saddles. The cavalcade moved slowly away 
into the darkness. | 

Pash saw that the two pintos were securely 
tethered and then returned to Tony. “ Let’s sleep,” 
he suggested, and stretched himself out on the 
warm sand. | 

Tony settled down beside him and sank easily 
into a deep sleep. 
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DAWN was staining the East when Tony awoke, 

and he sat up with alacrity when he saw that 
Pash was already moving. He also discovered that 
he was stiff from his long ride on the previous day, 
and very cold. 

“IT couldn’t believe it could. be so cold,” he 
told Pash, who was lighting a fire. 

‘“'That’s all right; when it starts to get cold 
you know it’s time to get up. It ain’t really cold; 
it feels that way because the air is so thin. That’s 
what'll do you good.” 

Tony looked around, enchanted with the harsh 
beauty of the scene, for never in his life had he been 
abroad at such an early hour. Nature was already 
astir. Quail called to each other; a cottontail 
rabbit skipped through the mesquite, and a buzzard 
swung low on lazy wings towards the water-hole 
farther down the canyon, which Pash had already 
visited. Feeling embarrassed that he had done 
nothing towards preparing the meal, Tony sat down 
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and ate ravenously the flapjacks and bacon which 
Pash set before him. _ 

“* We'd best get movin’ early, before the sun gets 
warmed up,’’ announced Pash, stamping out the fire. 

They were soon mounted, riding down the canyon 
looking for the cattle trail. This, however, was not 
easy to find, for there was hardly a square yard that 
was not marked by the cattle which had been 
grazing there when they were stolen. 
_ “Js there another way out of the canyon besides 
the one where we came in ?’’ asked Tony. “‘ Because 
if there isn’t, the cattle must have gone out that way.” 

“True enough, pardner, but if the cattle had 
been driven out that end we should have seen their 
trail when we came in.” 

‘* What about the far end of the canyon ? ” 

“‘T’ve never been right down, but the boys who 
have say there ain’t no way out there.” 

*“‘ But that doesn’t make sense.”’ 

*“‘You’re right again, I guess. Mebbe we shall 
find the answer.” | 

They did, but it took them some time, and then 
it was a curious clue that provided the solution of 
the riddle. It was a dead steer ; it lay in a humped- 
up position at the base of a towering escarpment. 

- Pash dismounted and examined the animal. 


“Its back’s broke,’ he declared. “I never see a 
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thing like that. How could a steer break its back 
thataways ? ”’ ; 

** By falling off the top of the escarpment.” 

Pash sprang erect. “ By Japers! You're right. 
Look, its horn got busted when it struck that rock. 
Come on.” 

Not far away they found a gulley which led to a 
narrow gorge that wound upwards over bare bedrock 
on which hooves would leave no mark. There were 
plenty of hoof marks in the gulley, however, and they 
followed the gorge, which soon became no more than 
a cornice in the face of the cliff—a dangerous path 
that could not be seen from below. 

Tony took one look into the void and dis- 
mounted hastily. He could see their camp five 
hundred feet below, and had no wish to fall into it. 
Pash remained mounted for some time, but in the 
end he too got off his horse and proceeded on foot 
until they reached the top of the escarpment. It 
was still solid rock underfoot, but here and there 
were marks which told them that they were on the 
right track. For a few hundred yards they went 
on, and then came to a steep slope that fell away for 
a thousand feet into a sandy desert. On the far side 
of it a jumble of mountain ridges cut into the sky. 
Pash declared that they were thirty to forty miles 


away, and, in answer to a question from Tony, said 
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that he knew nothing about them. It was bad 
country ; that was all he knew, except that crossing 
the desert would be a difficult business, not lightly 
to be undertaken. 

“Do you think the cattle went that way?” 
asked Tony. 

‘“‘T don’t see how they could. We've had cattle 
rustled before, but the boss always claims they’re 
headed south for the Mexican border. Them moun- 
tains are north of the border, in Arizona, not Mexico.” 

“‘ Has there ever been any proof that the cattle 
have been taken across the border ? ” 

‘* Not that I know of.”’ 

Hunting around,. they found plenty of places 
where a descent could be made into the desert, but 
owing to the rocky nature of the ground there was no 
trail to indicate which way the cattle had gone. 

“‘ How far is it to the border ?”’ inquired Tony. 

‘*’Ten to fifteen miles, I reckon.” 

*“‘ Have you ever been to it?” 

‘* Nope—this is the nearest I’ve been.” 

“Then suppose we go. If we ride along the 
border, sooner or later we shall find the place where 
the cattle crossed—if they did cross.” 

““ Say, that’s an idea.” 

“Is there anything to show exactly where the 
border is ? ”’ 

39 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 


“‘ Sure—a river; the Rio Sonoita, That’s why 
the boss reckons the cattle go that way—it’s about 
the only way they can get a drink.” 

*€ Shall we go? ”’ 

* May as well.” 

It took them two hours to reach it, and more 
than once Tony regretted his suggestion, for the 
way lay across a waterless track of chaparral, dry 
barren earth in which only the hardy mesquite, 
and enormous cacti which Pash called saguaros, 
could exist. Spying a wattle-woven hut, they went 
towards it, and, dodging under an enormous grey 
cobweb, found an Indian woman grinding corn in 
a stone mortar. Pash asked her how far it was to 
the river. 

She pointed to a shallow wash that snaked past 
the hut. 

Pash stared at it. ‘ Suffrin’ rattlesnakes! 
She’s dry!” he gasped. Then he turned to the 
woman with a curious expression on his face and 
asked how far it was to water, at the same time 
pointing southward across the border. 

She answered in a mixture of English and 
Spanish, but Pash understood. He turned an 
amazed face to Tony. “She says it’s all burnt up 
for fifty miles,” he announced. “ ‘That means the 


cattle didn’t go that way.”’ 
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‘“‘'Then since they couldn’t go across the desert 
they must still be north of the border.” 

“It sure looks that way to me.” 

‘What are we going to do?” 

‘*Go back—can’t do nuthin’ else. Id like to 
look round them mountains, but we ain’t fixed for 
crossin’ deserts. We'll think more about it when 
we get home. Come on, let’s make it.” 

The Indian woman sold them a melon and gave 
them a drink which saved the water in their canteen, 
and they started the return journey across the 
barren waste, now shimmering with white light. 
The heat from the rocks struck up like blasts from 
a furnace, and Tony was glad when, some time after 
midday, they reached the water-hole in the canyon, 
for his throat felt on fire and his clothes were rasping 
against his dry skin. At the water-hole they rested 
their horses and made a not very palatable meal of 
beef and biscuits. 

For an hour they lay in the narrow strip of shade 
under the north wall of the canyon, and then 
started back towards the ranch, which Pash said 
they could not reach before sundown. He fell 
silent, but presently, in answer to a question from 
Tony, he replied that he was thinking about the 
missing steers. 


“TI can’t figger it out, not nohow,” he remarked. 
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‘* ‘That is, not unless them cows sprouted wings and 
flew.” ae 

“ Would you mind being a little more explicit ? ” 

“Say, what are you tryin’ to put over on me, 
huh, trottin’ out them long words ? ”’ 

- Tony laughed. “TI like that! What about you ? 
I come here where you’re supposed to talk English, 
and what do. you say? You call a man a hombre, 
a horse a pinto—why, half your words are either 
Spanish or Indian. I suppose that’s because you’re 
near the Mexican border; but you assume that I 
know these things because you’re accustomed to 
them yourself. Tit for tat, Pash.” 

“You've said a heap. Forget it,’’ returned Pash 
moodily. ‘I’m still wrastlin’ with these cows.” 
They happened to be crossing a patch of hard sand. 
He dismounted, picked up a twig, and began drawing 
a rough plan in the sand. “Here’s the valley 
and the canyon,” he resumed. “On the north there’s 
our ranch and the corrals. The rustlers didn’t go 
that. way for sure. On the east we have our own 
range—which you ain’t seen properly yet. If the 
rustlers had gone thataway they’d have hit our main 
herd, and the punchers who are always with them, 
so they didn’t go that way neither. South we have 
the Rio Sonoita, which we see with our own eyes is 


dried up. Unless that old squaw was a liar, and 
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there weren’t no call for her to be, there ain’t no 
water that way for seventy or eighty miles. Steers 
can’t live without drinking, so the rustlers didn’t go 
that way neither. All we have left is the west, and 
there you see for yourself that sandy bottom which 
ain’t less than forty miles across. ‘Anyone tells me 
them steers went across that sand I’d say he’s 
loco.”’ 

‘ But are you sure there isn’t a water-hole ? ” 

*‘Nary a drop. I ain’t been across it, I'll own, 
but our old cowhands all swear there ain’t a damp 
spot between the canyon and them mountains—and 
if there was they’d know about it. The rustlers didn’t 
go that way.” 

Tony dismounted and studied Pash’s map. 
‘What up here—to the north-west ?”’ he inquired, 
pointing. 

“'That’s the D-bar-IO outfit.” 

** Another ranch’? ”’ 

“Yep. Their range begins about ten miles west 
of the O-bar-O. Between the two ranges there’s a 
bad bit of country which ain’t used. You see a bit 
of it on the way from the railroad, where we saw that 
hoss thief Grundle. .. .”” Pash’s voice died away and 
he stared at Tony with an odd expression on his-face. 
‘'That’s right,’’ he went on slowly, “‘ where we see 
Two-gun Grundle.”’ 
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“What sort of people are they, this D-bar-IO 
outfit ? ”’ og 

“We don’t see nuthin’ of them, ’cept in Apache 
Creek, once in a while. There was some trouble, 
so I heerd, between our boys and them, over a 
right-of-way to Apache Creek, a year or two back. 
But the D-bar-IO get their cattle rustled as well 
as us.” 

*< Who says so?” 

“They say so.” 

“Is there a water-hole at the southern end of 
their range ? ”’ 

“Yep; I ain’t never seen it, but [Ive heerd 
there’s a dip called Blue Spring.” 

‘Tony drew a mark on the sand with his stick. 
“‘Supposing—I say supposing—the rustlers and 
the D-bar-IO outfit had an understanding. Could 
the rustlers drive our cattle from our canyon to 
Blue Spring—in one drive ? ”’ 

“‘ Sure they could.” 

“The ‘cattle would then be half-way to the 
mountains. That is to say, one more drive would 
take them from Blue: Spring to the mountains, 
which would be the same thing as having a water- 
hole in the middle of the desert.” 

Pash whistled softly. “‘ Well, if I ain’t a gopher. 
You’re dead right. That’s the only way the cattle 
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could have gone. There ain’t no other way. But 
that makes the D-bar-IO nuthin’ better than 
rustlers.” 

“The D-bar-IO may not know that the rustlers 
use Blue Spring. Let’s assume for the moment that 
the cattle did reach the mountains that way. They'd 
still carry our brand. How:could they be sold? 
Rustlers would hardly care to take them to Apache 
Creek, where they might be seen by our boys.”’ 

‘There ain’t another stockyard for a hundred 
miles.”’ 

‘* H’m, that doesn’t fit so well. All the same, it 
was queer we should see T'wo-gun Grundle where 
we did, between the two ranches, coming from the 
very district we’ve been discussing. Is there any- 
thing there likely to interest him ? ” 

** Nope—wait a minute though. There’s an old 
wash we call Dusty Hollow. It’s on our range, but 
we don’t use it much, though the cattle sometimes 
stray there because there’s a patch of lush grass 
round a dried-out water-hole.”’ 

“Maybe Two-gun was looking it over to see if 
there were any cattle there worth rustling. We know 
he’s concerned with the affair because it was he who 
shot Bud—he told me so.” | 

“‘ By Japers, you may be right, at that. For an 
easterner you sure have your head screwed on. 
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We'll go that way back to the ranch—it ain’t much 
farther.”’ ; | 

*““Hadn’t you better have your gun back—I’ve 
still got it in my pocket ?”’ | 

‘““Nope; you'd better keep. it in case you get 
lost. If-you do, fire three shots—that’ll bring me 
along. But it’s gettin’ dark, and we'd better get 
going.” 

They remounted and lopéd along until they came 
to a place where the trail forked, or rather, where a 
faint trail wound a tortuous course away to the left 
from the main track. | 

‘““Mebbe you’d better go straight on home? ” 
suggested Pash. ‘‘ You’ve done a fair spell of ridin’ 
for the first few days. There ain’t no sense in over- 
doing it.”’ 

“ T shouldn’t be telling the truth if I said I wasn’t 
tired,’ confessed Tony, “but I’m going to stick 
with you now I’ve come so far.” 

“* Okay, kid.” 

They cantered on into the gathering darkness, 
and the moon had risen by the time they were nearing 
Dusty Hollow. Silence lay heavily on the blue-grey 
chaparral and naked boulders. The distant howl of 
a coyote was the only sound. 

‘We shall be able to look down into the hollow 
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from the top of the next rise,’ said Pash quietly. 
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‘““If there are any steers there, and if they seem 
comfortable, that’s all we want to know. We'll jest 
watch ’em for a little while—hark! Did you hear 
that ?”’ 

Somewhere ahead a steer had snorted. 

_ “Sounds like somebody’s around,” whispered 
Pash. ‘‘A steer don’t do that for nuthin’. Go 
quiet.’ 

They moved forward cautiously, and it was clear 
before they reached the next rise that something was 
happening in the hollow, for there were more snorts, 
and the sound of trampling in the brushwood. Pash 
quickened his pinto’s pace, but reined in before 
reaching the skyline. , Together they moved forward 
again, very slowly, and looked down. And as they 
looked Pash caught his breath sharply. 

‘Tony was some moments grasping the significance 
of what he saw. The first thing he noted was a small 
herd of cattle, about thirty or forty, he judged 
roughly. They were standing close together, all 
staring in the same direction, but as he watched they 
began to move uneasily. The reason for this was 
apparent. Behind them, moving down the hollow, 
came five horsemen who were. waving what looked 
like strips of white rag. Suddenly one of the steers 
snorted loudly and dashed away. The others, bellow- 


ing with terror, followed it, and in a twinkling of an 
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ing in his stirrups, gun at the ready, cantered back 
in the direction from which they had come. 

Tony caught a glimpse of three men topping a 
rise on the far side of the hollow. 

“There they go, the thieving coyotes,’”’ snarled 
Pash. ‘“ They know it ain’t no use tryin’ to get the 
steers now. By Japers! we was just in time. Them 
cattle was sure clawin’ up the scenery when we 
horned in. Say kid, you may be an easterner, but 
you sure brought your nerve with you. It ain’t every 
cowpuncher who would have ridden across the front 
of them crazy steers. If your hoss falls, it’s all up.” 

‘‘ Tcouldn’t help myself,” admitted Tony frankly. 
“My pinto got away with me.” 

Pash grinned. ‘‘ We got one of the varmints—I 
see him pitch off.” 

‘Which of us hit him ? ” 

“IT dunno ; it don’t matter anyways. I thought 
you'd gone clean loco, three of ’em slingin’ lead at 
you and you ridin’ like you didn’t know it.”’ 

“TI didn’t,” confessed Tony. ‘‘ But the fellow 
who fell ? Hadn’t we better look for him ? ” 

“There ain’t no need. His pals’ll get him away, 
dern their hides. A dead rustler would be evidence, 
and that’s why they’ll take care not to leave one lyin’ 
around. Come on, let’s get back to the ranch.” 


Not until they were nearly home did either of 
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them speak again. Then, “‘There’s going to be 
trouble about this,” observed Pash thoughtfully. 

** Did you recognize any of the rustlers ?”’ 

‘“‘ Nope, but I thought I recognized a cayuse—a 
chestnut with a crooked white blaze down its face. 
I’ve seen that hoss before; it was ridden by a puncher 
of the D-bar-IO.”’ 

‘Then it looks as if the outfit is working with 
the rustlers.” | 

“If you said that without any evidence there’d 
be gun-play. One thing you can’t call a man in these 
parts is a cattle thief.” 

‘“‘'Then why say anything about it ?”’ suggested 
Tony. ; | 

*¢ Say that agin.” 

“IT suggest that we say nothing about to-night 
—not for the present, at any rate. We've got our 
suspicions—but no proof. If we say anything now, 
the D-bar-IO, or Grundle, or whoever did the 
rustling, will be on their guard. If we say nothing 
they’ll wonder who the two punchers were who 
caught them, and maybe do something that will give 
them away.”’ 

“* Say, I guess you’re right at that, pardner. And 
[’ll tell you somethin’ else. If we accuse the 
D-bar-IO outfit, or even if they think we suspect 
‘em, they’ll lay for us and fill us full of holes.” 
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“Then let’s say nothing and see what happens.” 

“ Okay, kid.” ; 

‘And Pash. You know I’m sleeping in the ranch- 
house ? ” 

“Yeah?” 

‘“‘ Have you got room for two bunks in your loft, 
because if you have I’d rather sleep with you—then 
we could talk when we liked without being over- 
heard.” 

‘“‘ Sure, there’s plenty of room. But what will 
the boss say? You’re reckoned to be sick.” 

‘“‘ Forget it. I’m fitter now than I’ve ever been,” 
returned Tony, lapsing easily into range vernacular. 
“Till fix the boss. Ill move my kit across right 
away.” 

Pash grinned. ‘Say, you're a swell guy,” he 
declared. “I always heerd that easterners were 
dumb, so you comin’ from that way I figured that 
you're skull would be as empty as a coyote’s belly. 
Guess I owe you an apology for thinkin’ thataway, 
‘cos I see I was wrong.” 

“‘ If we can lay these rustlers by the heels maybe 
the rest of the boys will think so too, and I’d ask 
nothing more,” declared Tony. ‘When are we 
going to explore those mountains ? ”’ 

“* The sooner the better, ’cos then we might find 


the steers. We could go to-morrow if the boss don’t 
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want me particular. Our best plan would be to cut 
across the bottom end of the D-bar-IO and water at 
the Blue Spring—the way we reckon the cattle went. 
We could cast our eyes over the D-bar-IO range at 
the same time.” 

‘IT ought to have a gun of my own before we do 
that, and that means a trip to Apache Creek.” 

“‘ Old Daddy’s got a spare one I reckon he’d lend 
you. He’s got a rifle, too, which we might bring along 
in case we see a buck.” | 

“ T’ve never fired a revolver before to-night, but 
I’ve done quite a bit of shooting, with a rifle,’’ said 
Tony as they reached the ranch. 

Dismounting, they put their horses in the corral, 
and having arranged to meet again after the trans- 
fer of 'Tony’s kit to Pash’s quarters, went to their 
respective dwellings. 
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A HOLD-UP AND A CHASE 


HE following morning they were up at dawn, 

getting together the things they thought they 
would require on their exploring trip to the moun- 
tains, for the boss had given Pash permission to be 
away for a few days under the impression that he was 
going to show Tony round the extensive range. 
Food, water, blankets, cartridges, and Daddy’s rifle 
were in a pile on the floor. Daddy’s spare belt, with 
gun and plenty of ammunition, was already round 
Tony’s waist. : 

They were about to pick up their gear and take 
it to the corral when the sound of many voices outside 
took them to the window. "They wer surprised to 
see the boss and eight cowboys, among whom were 
Tex and Tim, standing in a group, all looking in the 
same direction as though they were expecting some- 
one. | 

‘ Say, what’s goin’ on ? ”’ muttered Pash. “ Let’s 
go down and have a look. You’d better leave your 


belt off in case the boss gets scared when he sees you 
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totin’a gun. I'll leave mine here too, case he thinks 
I might plug you by accident.” 

They unbuckled their belts, dropped them on the 
floor, and made their way to the yard, where they 
saw at once the object of the gathering. Dis- 
mounting at the gate was a tall, bearded man, and 
nine or ten cowboys. They threw their reins over 
the hitching rail, and in a close group walked towards 
the O-bar-O outfit. There was something ominous 
in the deliberate way they moved, and a curious 
tension was discernible in those who awaited their 
arrival, 

“See that tall feller with the whiskers? ” 
whispered Pash. ‘“ That’s ‘ Wall-eye’ Gates, the 
range boss of the D-bar-IO. He’s an ornery cuss, 
and as grouchy as a bear.”’ 

The boys took up positions behind their own outfit. 

The boss of the O-bar-O opened the conversa- 
tion.- ‘“‘ You lost something ?” he inquired evenly, 
with his eyes on Gates. 

Not until they were within a score of paces did 
the approaching party halt. They stood close to- 
gether in a tight group. “Yeah, we’ve lost a cow- 
boy,” said Gates. 

** What’s that got to do with me?” 

“‘ He’s dead, and we figger that one o’ your itchy- 


fingered punchers done it.” 
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“I dunno what you’re talking about.” 

“You heerd me. Two or three of my boys was 
riding home last night just after dark when two 
yellow-bellied skunks opened up on ’em. They 
plugged Silas Hoggins and then ran for it.” 

“You're wrong, Gates, if you’re insinuatin’ that 
them same yellow-bellied skunks were my boys. 
They wouldn’t do a thing like that to start with, and 
it happens I can answer for all of ’em. They were 
nowhere near your range last night. Tex Bradley 
and Tim Maloney were in Apache Creek till after 
midnight.” Grant Wales turned to the two cowboys 
in question. ‘Did you draw guns yesterday ? ” 

They both shook their heads. ‘“* Nope.” 

The boss went on, and declared that all the other 
O-bar-O cowboys were either at home or with the 
herd on the far side of the range when the shoot- 
ing was alleged to have taken place. “I guess 
that clears it up as far as Me re concerned,” he 
concluded. 

“No-one but one o’ your outfit could ’ave done it.” 

“You want to get some proof, Gates, before you 
bring your accusations here,’’ said Grant Wales 
coldly. ‘ Where did this killing happen, anyway ?’ 

‘* Along near Dusty Hollow.”’ 

‘What were your boys doing in Dusty Hollow ? 


My cattle feed there.”’ 6 
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“That may be, but you don’t own the ’ollow 
no more than we do, and if my boys want to ride 
acrost it they will.” 

“*T ain’t done nothin’ to stop ’em.”’ 

“* Mebbe you'd best not try.” 

There was a perceptible stiffening of the O-bar-O 
outfit. 

‘'What’s biting you, Gates :’’ demanded Grant 

Wales curtly. ‘‘ You lookin’ for trouble or some- 
thing? ’Cos if you start that sort o’ talk here you’re 
liable to find it.’’ 
Tony watched, fascinated, as Tex Bradley moved 
a little apart from the others. He was leaning forward 
slightly on his toes, and he moved with a curious 
stiffness. His eyes were like gimlets. 

There was an uncomfortable silence for nearly a 
minute, and then the boss of the O-bar-O spoke 
again. ‘Since you're here, and talkin’ about 
gunnin’, mebbe you could tell us who plugged Bud 
Jackson yesterday in Rattlesnake Valley, which zs on 
our range ?”’ 

There was another stony silence. 

“We don’t know nuthin’ about that,” said Gates 
slowly. ‘‘ You suggestin’ that we do ? ”’ 

‘* No, it happens we know who done it. The dirty 
coyote who plugged Bud.didn’t make such a clean 
job as mebbe he hoped. Bud spoke.”’ 
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“* So what ? ”’ 

‘“‘Mebbe the same skunk plugged Silas.” 

“Who was it ? ” 

“'That’s something we aim to tell the Sheriff— 
when we're ready. ‘That’s all. If you’ve said your 
piece, Gates, mebbe you’d care to get back to your 
own ranch.” 

There was another nasty silence, and Tony could 
see that it only needed one spark, one careless move- 
ment or an ill-advised word, to start a battle. But 
neither side spoke nor moved. ‘Then, almost im- 
perceptibly, the tension began to relax. 

“* We'll be seein’ you agin,” said Gates softly, and 
turning on his heels walked quickly towards the 
horses, his men following close behind. 

The O-bar-O cowboys watched them go in 
silence. Not until the visitors had galloped well down 
the dusty trail did the boss speak, and then his 
manner was abrupt. “ Boys, I guess you’d better 
ride in, pairs and keep your eyes skinned,’ he 
observed. “Them coyotes mean trouble. I wonder 
who could have plugged Silas Hoggins ? ”’ 

‘Silas was a no-good cuss anyways,” drawled 
Tex. ‘‘I was anticipatin’ spoilin’ his ugly beezer 
myself, sometime.”’ | 

Pash nudged Tony’s arm. “ Don’t say nuthin’,” 
he breathed, and the boys stood still while the party 
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broke up, the cowboys going about their respective 
jobs. Pash began to walk towards the corral. 

“* Don’t you think we ought to have told the boss 
what we know—about the rustling, and our gun-play 
last night ?” 

“That sure would set the fireworks poppin’. 
Nope. We'd best keep to ourselves what we know, 
leastways for the present. When we know more we'll 
tell the boss the whole story.” 

In a few minutes they were on their way, cutting 
across trackless chaparral on a course that would 
bring them to the southern boundary of the D-bar-IO 
range. Pash’s intention was to ride along this 
boundary to Blue Spring, where they would water 
their horses and cross the desert in moonlight, hoping 
to strike the trail of the rustled cattle. Travelling by 
moonlight, he thought, would be easier than riding 
under the blazing sun, and at the same time reduce 
their chances of being seen by anyone on the higher 
ground of the D-bar-IO range. 

The country through which they first passed was 
similar to that over which they had ridden the pre- 
vious day, except that, if anything, it was even more 
dry, for which reason it had never been taken up as 
grazing land by either of the two ranches which it 
divided. But after a while the dry mesquite began 


to break into flowering sage, with tufts of grass here 
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and there, and although there was no actual boundary, 
Pash’s instinct told him that they were on the fringe 
of the D-bar-IO range. 

“We'll eat a bite and give the pintos a breather 
when we get to those rocks just ahead,” he said, 
nodding towards a giant butte that towered up out of 
the sage. 

Rounding the butte to get on the shady side they 
almost rode into a dark-skinned man who was sitting 
motionless on his horse. A broad-rimmed tasselled 
hat, ornately embroidered bolero jacket and bell- 
bottomed trousers, would have revealed his nation- 
ality, had not his features doneso. He wasa Mexican. 
Heavy revolvers and a knife garnished his hips; a 
rifle rested across the high pommel of his Spanish 
saddle, covering the boys whom he regarded with 
narrow, glinting eyes. 

“You comma far enough,” he said in a soft oily 
voice. | 

Pash bridled. ‘‘ You tellin’ us where we can go?” 

** Sz, I tell you.” 

Pash’s next words told Tony who it was with 
whom they had to deal. “We've more right here 
than you have, Durango.” 

‘You getta goin’, pronto.” 

6¢ We——”’ 

“I tell you, pronto.” 
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Pash shrugged his shoulders. He realized that 
to attempt to go on would, in the circumstances, 
be foolish, while to reach for his gun would be 
suicidal, for the Mexican already had them covered. 
The fact that the Mexican, being a foreigner and an 
outlaw, had less right there than they had, made no 
difference. In the West, right or wrong, it was the 
man with his finger on the trigger who called the 
tune; Pash could only. glower impotently. 

“€ T reckon we'll be seein’ you agin,’’ he muttered, 
and was about to turn his pony, when, with a swift 
thud of hooves, another rider arrived—this time an 
ordinary cowboy, a tall, powerfully built man with a 
short black beard and heavy lidded eyes. He pulled 
his horse to a sliding halt. 

‘What's goin’ on?” he demanded in a hostile 
voice. 

Pash recognized the man for one of the D-bar-IO 
outfit, and as such he hoped he would turn out to 
be an ally, for Durango’s reputation was known to 
everyone. | 

‘“Durango’s turning us back,” he complained. 
** He ain’t got no right to do that.” 

The man did not answer for a moment. He was 
staring at Pash’s pinto with a curious expression on 
his face. ‘I seen that cayuse lately,” he observed 
slowly. Then enlightenment leapt into his eyes. 
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His face flushed. ‘‘ Yeah! I seen it,’’ he snarled. 
“IT seen it in Dusty Holler last night.’” 

** But what——” 

‘€ Quit yappin’.”” The man jerked out a revolver. 
“*T reckon Gates’d like to have a word with you two 
pups. Git goin’—this-way.” 

Pash nodded. “ Okay,” he muttered savagely, 
“‘ you'll be hearin’ from my outfit about this.” But 
he obeyed the order and told Tony to do so. ‘‘ We 
can’t do nuthin’ else,’”’ he growled. 

The party set off across the chaparral, the two 
boys in front and the men behind. | 

** Who’s the big fellow ?”’ asked Tony quietly. 

““Name’s Durrant. He’s one of the D-bar-IO 
outfit.”’ | 

‘Then it looks as if Luis Durango and Durrant 
are in the same game.” 

“You've said it.” 

** Quit yappin’,’”’ snarled a voice behind them. 

They went on in silence, and a ride of half an hour 
brought them to a narrow valley in which had been 
built a rough shack outside which several cowboys 
were lounging. Gates, the boss of the D-bar-IO, 
was with them. The horses were tethered to a 
hitching rail. Just beyond, a small herd of cattle 
grazed in a patch of lush grass round a pool of 


muddy water. 
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** This must be Blue Spring—there ain’t no other 
water hereabouts,”’ whispered Pash. “ It wasn’t so 
far as I reckoned.” 

The assembled cowboys gathered into a group, 
Gates standing slightly in front, as the four riders 
came to a halt. 

‘“‘What’s the idea?” snapped the boss of the 
D-bar-IO. 

‘We found these two brats sneaking about in the 
chaparral,” announced Durrant. “* And I guess that 
ain’t all. This skewbald cayuse was under one of the 
fellers who ...’’ The man broke off as if he realized 
that he was saying too much. He went up to Gates 
and whispered in his ear. 

Gates scowled, and calling two or three of the 
cowboys to him, held a low conversation. 

Pash edged his pinto nearer to Tony’s. ‘‘ We’re 
in a tight spot, pardner,” he breathed. ‘“ We've 
heerd too much—a sight too much. They know we 
know it was them who tried to rustle our cattle in 
Dusty Hollow. An’ [ll tell you somethin’ else. 
One of them steers is ours, if not all of ’em. See that 
red yearling with a square bit cut out of his left ear ¢ 
I cut that same ear mesself after he’d been bit by a 
rattler in the valley. Mebbe we'll get a chance to 
get closer and take a peep at their brands.” 


‘‘ What are we going to do about it ?”’ 
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*“‘T’m thinkin’ fast. They won’t let us go back 
now we've seen what we have seen, you can bet your 
boots on that, and once they take our pintos we’re 
finished. I reckon we’ve got one chance—if we take 
itnow. There won’t never be another. Take a look 
at Luis. I can tell from the way he waves his hands 
what he’s sayin’. He wants to finish us now, and 
some of the others agree. One or two think other- 
wise, because we’re kids. Gates can’t make up his 
mind. Maybe he figures that our outfit knows where 
we are and’ll come gunnin’ for ’em afore they’ve had 
time to shift the cattle. Have you the nerve to take 
a chance now?” 

“What makes you think that now is our best 
chance ?”’ 

‘* Their horses have been ridden harder than ours. 
If we make a quick rush we might get clear. - See 
that big butte on your right ?) When I say the word 
make a dash for it. We'll try to put it between us 
and their guns. It'll take ’em best part of a minute 
to get on their hosses. I reckon it’s an even break. 
If I drop, you go on. Ride due north and turn right 
when you come to the trail that leads to Apache 
Creek—that’ll take you to the ranch. Get set. 
They’ve finished jawin’. By- the look on Durango’s 
face I should say he’s got his way. Are you set ? ” 

66 Yes.” 
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‘Then ride, cowboy.” 

Tony had already gathered his pinto by shorten- 
ing his reins and tightening his knees on the saddle 
flaps. The animal seemed to know what was 
expected of it, for as Pash clapped spurs to his 
mount, and it tore away through the mesquite, his 
own followed it. Neck to neck, bending low, they 
raced for the butte. - | 

By the time they reached it revolvers were 
roaring ahd bullets whistled through the air. Dust 
spurted from the ground and twigs in the mesquite 
twitched. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! Pash, lying flat on his 
pinto’s neck, was blazing blindly behind him, and 
Tony’s pulses leapt with excitement as they swept 
round the butte. 

** Yar—yippy—yah !”” yelled Pash, who seemed 
to have gone crazy. 

** Yar—yar—yar !’’ howled Tony, driven wild 
with excitement by the swift beat of horses’ hooves, 
the tang of sage, and the madness of the chase. A 
jack-rabbit dived for cover in front of him. 

‘Follow me, cowboy!’ shouted Pash, turning 
into a gully, and the gravel leapt up under his pinto’s 
flying hooves. 

Tony’s roan jumped a group of gopher holes, and 
he saw the wisdom of Pash’s choice in giving him a 
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mount that knew its business, for he had had some 
experience of rabbit holes when hunting in England. 
He also perceived the wisdom of Pash’s advice about 
not tiring a horse unnecessarily. ‘ 

From behind came shouts and shots, but the two 
fugitives took no notice. Tony, far from being 
afraid, felt that he was living for the first time. At 
home he had done a good deal of hunting, but never 
had he known such a thrill as this. He had flown in 
an aeroplane, but now, for the first time, he under- 
stood the meaning of speed, which is largely a matter 
of comparison. High in the air he had felt no sensa- 
tion of speed, but now, with the chaparral tearing 
past a few inches from his face he felt that he was 
really flying. The reek of his sweating pinto poured 
into his nostrils ; sweat poured into his eyes and he 
laughed aloud with the joy of it. For a few minutes 
he really thought he had gone mad, for no-one but 
a lunatic would gallop a horse across such ghastly 
country—trock and sand, punctured with gopher holes 
and strewn with boulders, a crazy chaos of tangled 
mesquite and cactus. 

Somewhere behind a rifle banged and a bullet 
whistled shrilly as it. ricocheted off a rock. Pash, 
who was leading, still crouching low, turned a grin- 
ning, sweat-streaked face. 

‘* Ride him cowboy and keep a-goin’ !|”’ he yelled, 
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and then swerved into.a shallow wash, deep enough 
to give them cover from the guns of their pursuers. 

On and on, through sandy bottoms, down dry 
water-courses and across boulder-strewn chaparral 
they raced. From time to time bullets hummed 
about them, but Tony knew without being told that 
only by a fluke could they be hit, for to fire a rifle 
with any degree of accuracy from the hack of a 
galloping horse is impossible. How Pash found his 
way he could not imagine, for the country looked all 
alike, a labyrinth of rock, mesquite, and cactus. He 
himself had no idea where they were. 

Pash evidently knew, for about twenty minutes 
later he put his pony to some rising ground. at the 
top of which they struck the Apache Creek trail. He 
looked. back. Tony reined in for a moment and also 
looked behind him, to see seven or eight riders 
stretched at full gallop about a quarter of a mile 
away. Thinking, no doubt, that the boys would try 
to make for the ranch, the riders had edged away to 
that side in order to cut them off. 

Pash realized this. ‘‘ We can’t make the ranch,” 
he panted. “They'll cut us off. It’ll have ‘to be 
Apache Creek. Tex and Tim are there with some 
cattle. Come on.” 

The pintos were breathing heavily, but being 
bred for endurance rather than speed they were far 
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from exhausted, and were soon stretching themselves 
at a gallop along the trail. From time to time Pash 
took a glance over his shoulder, and as soon as he saw 
that they had established a good lead he eased his 
pony a little. ‘‘ We must save ’em all we can,” he 
announced. ‘“‘ Say, for an easterner you sure can 
stay on a hoss.”’ | 

Tony only laughed. He had never been so close 
to death as during the past half-hour—and he had 
never been so happy. He did not trouble to wonder 
why. 

“See what I meant about their cayuses bein’ 
tired ?’’ remarked Pash presently. “‘ They’re drop- 
pin’ back.”’ 

“'They’re still following us, though.”’ 

‘Yeah, they'll keep a-comin’. They daren’t let 
us get away. Reckon they'll foller us to Apache 
Creek, not knowin’ that Tim and Tex are there. 
We'd best keep goin’.”’ 

Pash was right in his assumption that the 
D-bar-IO outfit would stick to their trail, but there 
was no more shooting, the pursuers apparently decid- 
ing that they could achieve their object more easily 
when their quarry was eventually overtaken. The 
boys maintained their lead, and, on reaching the ram- 
shackle collection of huts that comprised the village 
of Apache Creek, made straight for the stockyards, 
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where they hoped to find the two cowboys. Some 
Q-bar-O cattle were there, waiting for the east- 
bound freight, but of Tim and Tex there was no 
sign. 

“They must be along in the saloon,” said Pash 
tersely, for their pursuers had taken the opportunity 
to halve the distance between them, and were now 
flogging their horses for an extra spurt of speed. 

The boys cantered down the dusty street to the 
saloon, conspicuous by its sign that hung over the 
road. Reaching it, they slid from their heaving 
ponies, flung their reins over the hitching-pole, ran 
to the door, and tumbled inside. One glance was 
enough. The place was empty except for a black- 
coated gambler who sat alone at a table shuffling a 
pack of cards, and a shirt-sleeved bar-tender who 
was polishing glasses in a desultory fashion. Of the 
two cowboys there was no sign. 

‘* Have you seen Tex Bradley or Tim Maloney ? ” 
Pash asked anxiously. 

The bar-tender shook his head. ‘‘ No, they ain’t 
bin ere,” he answered. | 

Hooves thundered on the dusty road outside the 
saloon. 
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ASH backed down the bar as noises indicated 

unmistakably that the D-bar-IO outfit had dis- 
mounted and were advancing towards the door of the 
saloon. ‘‘ You’d best get under cover,. Tony,” he 
advised coolly, easing his revolver in its holster. 
‘'There’s liable to be gun-play.”’ 

Tony remained near Pash. A moment later the 
door was flung open and Durrant, followed by 
others, poured into the saloon. ‘They pulled up in 
a rough semicircle when they saw the fugitives: 
then Durrant, grinning like a satyr, took a pace 
forward. 

‘Thought you’d got away, huh ?”’ he sneered. 

Pash didn’t answer. Looking over the crowd he 
saw that Gates was not there. 

““Come on; we're taking you on a little ride,” 
continued Durrant harshly. 

Pash stood still. The gambler put his cards in 
his pocket, backed against a wall, lit a cigar and 
watched the proceedings with casual interest. The 
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bar-tender also removed himself to a position out 
of the line of fire. 

Durrant’s hand dropped to the butt of his 
revolver. 

‘Go ahead,” invited Pash. “ I’m stayin’ here.” 

“Ts that so?” 

** That is so, and if you start any gun-play I hope 
those present...” Pash glanced meaningly at the 
bar-tender and the gambler in turn. “I hope those 
present will tell the sheriff who began the shooting 
—and why. I also hope they’ll tell him as how I said 
you was just a low-down gang of cattle thieves.” 

Durrant’s expression became as black as thunder. 
He spat out a volley. of oaths. ‘‘ You’ve said a 
mouthful too much,” he grated, and drew his 
revolver. 

There was a moment of tense silence. It was 
broken by the sound of a door being opened at the 
far end of the saloon—that is to say, behind the boys. 
Footsteps sounded on the board floor. 

‘“‘ If I ain’t mussin’ up the party mebbe some- 
one’d be obligin’ enough to tell me what’s gwine on 
here,’ drawled a voice. 

Tony looked behind him, and, to his infinite 
relief, saw Tex and Tim standing there. Tex’s eyes 
were travelling slowly over the scene. His face was 


expressionless. ‘Then, with a curious stiffness, he 
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moved forward until he was within ten paces of 
Durrant. . 

“You aimin’ ter give that gun o’ yourn an airin’, 
Durrant ?”’ he said evenly. “‘’Cos if that’s so, go 
right ahead. No-one ain’t stoppin’ yer—but be 
careful which way you point it.” 

Durrant didn’t move. Cold hate smouldered in 
his dark eyes. . | 

Pash found his voice. ‘‘ They came gunning for 
us, Tex,” he announced. 

“Reckon they wouldn’t come all this way jest 
for a gun frolic, if they didn’t figger they had a 
reason.” 

‘* They chased us here from Blue Spring.” 

‘‘ How come ? ”’. 

‘They rustled our cattle. We saw them at Blue 
Spring. Durango stuck us up and took us to Gates, 
but we made a getaway.” 

The atmosphere in the saloon was now electric. 
Tony felt his mouth going dry with the strain of it. 

“The kid’s a liar,” barked Durrant. 

‘TI reckon that’s somethin’ [ll decide for mesself 
when I’ve spoke to ’im, Durrant. And Id be 
obliged if you’d be a bit more partic’lar with your 
language. I guess there ain’t no need for you to 
wait.” 

Nobody moved. 
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Tex eyed the hostile outfit with cold, dispassion- 
ate eyes. “I said there warn’t no need for yer to 
wait,” he drawled, raising his voice a little. 

Tony noticed that his hands were no longer 
hanging loose ; the fingers were stiff, claw-like, and 
held just away from his sides. 

“* Mebbe you figger you’ve bought this saloon ? ” 
rasped Durrant. 

“I’m tellin’ yer there ain’t room for both of us 
in this yer booze parlour right now—and I ain’t 
goin’. Mebbe that’s plain enough—or do I have to 
make it plainer ?”” Tex’s voice was a soft purr. 

What happened next occurred with such unbe- 
lievable speed that Tony shrank back against the 
bar. It seemed to begin at Durrant, who jerked up 
his gun. Flame leapt from Tex’s right hand. Tony 
hadn’t seen his hand move, but it must have done, 
for it was no longer empty. Smoke belched from 
the gun he held in it. Then came gunshots so close 
together that it might have been a machine-gun 
firing. Glass crashed. Wood splintered. 

As far as Tony could see, apart from Durrant, 
only one other member of the D-bar-IO outfit had 
managed to draw his gun. He stumbled forward, 
his gun exploding and tearing a long strip of wood 
out of the bar before it fell from his hand. Durrant, 


too, stumbled and fell forward on his face. 
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The other members of the D-bar-IO waited for 
no more; there was a mad scramble for the door 
as they fled, and a minute later horses could be 
heard galloping away. Two of them remained. One 
was Durrant, who lay spread-eagled face downward 
on the floor; the other was the man who had 
drawn his gun and hit the bar. Coughing, he 
crawled towards the door, leaving his gun where it 
had fallen. The gambler reseated himself at a marble- 
topped table and resumed his occupation of shuffling 
the cards. The bar-tender’s head appeared above the 
bar. Tex and Tim were holstering their guns. 

‘Tex turned steady eyes on the bar-tender. 
“‘ Durrant pulled first—you seen that, Mike ? ” 

‘‘ Sure I see it,’’ declared the bar-tender. ‘I 
reckon he asked for what he got.” 

‘ We didn’t come in here lookin’ for no trouble,”’ 
said Tim in a mildly protesting voice. 

‘* Gimme a drink, Mike,”’ drawled Tex, and the 
bar-tender made haste to oblige. ‘“‘Mebbe you’ve 
got somethin’ soft for these kids?’’ He turned to 
Pash. ‘“‘ What started it?” 

The bar-tender answered the question. ‘Them 
kids didn’t do nuthin’. They jest come in here 
askin’ fer you when the D-bar-IO outfit piled in 
after *em and started talkin’ big. I reckon you was 
jest in time, Tex.” 
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Tex finished his drink and walked towards the 
door. The others followed. When they were out- 
side Tex again asked Pash for further particulars. 

““Come over to the yard—we don’t want no 
listeners,” replied Pash. 

“I'd best start at the beginnin’,” he resumed 
when they were clear of the buildings. “ It was me 
—or Tony here—we ain’t sure which, who plugged 
Silas Hoggins down in Dusty Hollow.” 

Tex stared. ‘“‘ Say, you gone loco——” 

“Wait a minute, Tex. They was rustlin’ our 
cattle.” Briefly Pash described what had happened 
in the hollow, while the two cowboys listened with 
amazed expressions on their faces. 

“But I don’t git this. Why didn’t you tell the 
boss ?”’ inquired Tex. 

“ Because we hadn’t got no proof, and we aimed 
to catch this rustlin’ outfit. If I’d spoke this mornin’ 
there’d have been gun-play for sure, and after that 
the D-bar-IO would have been on their guard. 
But I reckon we needn’t keep dumb no longer, 
’cause we’ve got all the proof we want. We saw the 
steers on their range.” 

‘ 'Whereabouts ? ” 

“* Blue Spring.” 

“This is a mighty serious thing you’re sayin’, 
Pash—you sure about it ?”’ | 
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“TI see a yearling with a square bit cut out of his 
ear, just the same as I once cut in the ear of one of our 
animals after he was bit by a rattler. We know it 
was Grundle who plugged Bud, and, as I figger it, 
he’s workin’ with the D-bar-IO. On top o’ that, I 
recognized one o’ the [)-bar-IO cayuses down in 
Dusty Hollow. When Durango located us near Blue 
Spring this mornin’, Durrant spotted that it was us 
who stopped the rustlin’ there.”’ 

“It’s time the boss knew about this,’’ opined 
Tex. ‘‘I reckon we'd better git back to the ranch, 
pronto.” 

‘*'That sure sounds like sense to me,’”’ declared 
Tim. ‘“ We ought to have a look at them steers at 
Blue Spring afore Gates gits wise and shifts ’em.”’ 

Tex said no more, but set off down the trail that 
led to the O-bar-O ranch. The others rode beside 
him, and Tony noticed that Tim often stood up in 
his stirrups to survey the country ahead. 

‘Them coyotes may be layin’ for us, I shouldn’t 
wonder,”’ he said once. 

Tex made no answer, but loped on, his inscrutable 
eyes on the trail. Suddenly, as they were approach- 
ing the cottonwoods from the shelter of which the 
boys had seen Grundle on ‘the night of Tony’s 
arrival, he wheeled his horse and yelled, “ Ride, 


boys—and scatter ! ”’ 
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In a moment all four of them were galloping 
helter-skelter back over their tracks, while from the 
cottonwoods came a ragged volley. Bullets hummed 
like angry hornets. | 

Tex brought his horse to a stop behind a butte 
that towered up close to the trail, and the others 
pulled up beside him. 

‘How on earth did you see them?” gasped 
Tony. “I was looking hard at those trees but I 
didn’t see a thing.” 

“Nor didn’t I,” drawled the cowboy. 

‘Then why did you bolt ? ” 

“* Cause I guessed that if the skunks were layin’ 
fer us they’d choose the best bit of cover on the 
trail, and that’s them same cottonwoods. I didn’t 
see nuthin’, but I reckoned that if they was there 
they’d think we’d seen ’em, and pull their triggers 
—just like they did. It’s an old Injun trick, but it 
still works sometimes. Good thing we didn’t ride 
no closer.”’ 

- Tony smiled at the cowboy’s naive explanation 
of his crafty move. ‘“‘ It’s not going to be so easy to 
get home if they stay between us and the ranch,” he 
remarked to Pash, who was beside him. 

“Don’t you worry nuthin’ about that. I reckon 
Tex’ll figger a way.” 

Tex was talking in low tones to Tim. Then he 
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turned to the boys. “‘ You stay here till we give you 
the signal to come on,” he ordered. 

‘What are you aimin’ to do, Tex?” inquired 
Pash. ‘“‘ We could get home by going round the 
old salt wash.” , 

‘“‘T ain’t gwine. outa my way fer no bunch o’ 
mangy hoss thieves,’ muttered the cowboy obstin- 
ately. ‘“‘ Don’t you move, and keep under cover. 
Leave this to me and Tim.”’ 

“ Okay, Tex.” 

““C’mon, Tim, let’s go.” Tex put spurs to his 
pinto and galloped away to the left, while Tim tore 
off in the opposite direction. Tony caught occasional 
glimpses of them as they flashed through the chap- 
paral, both on a circular route which, nevertheless, 
obviously had the cottonwoods for an objective. A 
few shots came from the trees; then silence fell, 
a sun-soaked hush in which nothing appeared to 
move. Half an hour passed. Then came a wild 
yell and a fusillade of shots, and a moment later a 
knot of horsemen broke from the trees and swept 
away in the direction of the D-bar-IO ranch. 

“There they go, the. skunks,” muttered Pash, 
and taking the rifle had time to fire a shot—appar- 
ently without effect—before ‘the riders disappeared 
into a dip. Tex and Tim appeared on the trail 
near the cottonwoods, waving their hats. 
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‘That means it’s okay,” said Pash, and the boys 
made haste to join the cowboys, who.proceeded on 
their way as if nothing had happened. 

They reached the ranch without further molesta- 
tion, and found Grant Wales, with several cowboys, 
about to leave. It transpired that a range rider had 
heard shots in the distance, and the party was just 
setting off to see what the shooting was about. 

The boss’s face grew grim as Tex recounted 
what Pash had told him, and described what had 
happened at Apache Creek. Pash was then invited 
to give his version of what had happened the previous 
night at Dusty Hollow. The boss heard him out 
without speaking. 

‘**'You’re sure about that steer with the cut ear, 
Pash ? ” he asked when Pash had finished. 

“There couldn’t be no mistake, boss.”’ 

‘Then I reckon that’s all there is to say. We'll 
ride along and look at these cattle. We can’t make it 
before dark, but it don’t matter. You boys had 
better stay here.”’ 

“Oh no, boss, you can’t leave us out,’’ com- 
plained Pash. “ After all, you ain’t got no evidence 
without us.” 

The boss hesitated. ‘‘ Okay,” he agreed at last, 
‘but you keep clear if there’s' any gun-play.” 

‘We sure will,”’ promised Pash. 
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After getting fresh horses from the corral, for 
their own were exhausted, the boys galloped after 
the party, which consisted of the boss and seven 
cowboys, and soon came up with them. 

The sun was far down in the West when the boss 
turned in his saddle and told Pash to take the lead, 
which he did, following the route they had taken 
earlier that morning along the southern fringe of the 
D-bar-IO range to Blue Spring. Even before he 
reached it Pash had an uneasy feeling that some- 
thing was wrong, although he couldn’t have defined 
just what it was—unless it was because everything 
was unnaturally quiet. Reaching the last quarter of 
a mile of ‘the journey he urged his pinto forward, 
and topped a low rise that overlooked the Spring. 
One glance was enough. It was deserted. Not a 
steer was in sight ; nor was there any sign of life. 

The boss, with the rest of the outfit close behind, 
reined up beside him. “ Where’s these steers ?”’ 
he demanded. 

‘ They’ve—they’ve gone,” faltered Pash. 

*“‘ You’re sure you see ’em here ?”’ 

‘‘ There couldn’t be no mistake, boss, I’d know 
that steer anywheres. There was a herd here this 
morning, and I’ll swear that at least one of ’em was 
ours—and if one was, then I reckon the others were 


too.” 
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“Tf the D-bar-IO boys happen along we shall 
look mighty small,” muttered the boss. ‘“ We’d 
best get back.” 

Hardly had the words left his lips when Gates 
and another cowboy rode over the brow of the 
opposite hill. They pulled up for a moment when 
they saw the O-bar-O outfit, and then came on at a 
gallop. 

“You lorst suthin’, Wales ?”’ inquired Gates 
suavely. 

The boss of the O-bar-O flushed. ‘‘ Yeah,’’ he 
said uncomfortably. ‘“‘ We’ve lost some steers.” 

“You wouldn’t reckon to find ’em here, I 
allows—not on my ranch, Wales.” 

Grant Wales hesitated. “We thought they 
might have strayed this far.” 

To Tony’s surprise Gates was politeness itself. 

‘Yeah, I guess they might,” he admitted, 
‘though they ain’t strayed this far before. Still, 
you see for yerself they ain’t ere. Take a look 
round if yer like. Mebbe you'd like me to ride 
round the ranch with you ?”’ 

“‘ I guess there ain’t no need for that, Gates; I 
reckon ‘we needn’t bother you no further.”’ With- 
out another word the boss turned his horse and 
cantered back in the direction of the O-bar-O. 

Pash galloped up beside him. 
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‘You ain’t doubtin’ them steers was here this 
mornin’, like I said, are you, boss ? ” he asked. 

““T ain’t doubtin’ nuthin’, Pash. They ain’t 
here now, that’s all that counts. Gates gets the 
laugh on us.” 

“But don’t you see that the whole thing is 
queer ?”’ protested Tony, who had ridden up on 
the other side of the boss. “If things were as 
innocent as they look, at least some of the D-bar-IO 
cattle would be at the spring. Gates was friendly 
just to put you off.” | 

““Mebbe. But gassin’ won’t get us nowhere. 
Before we do anythin’ we’ve got to have proof, and 
the only proof is the steers themselves.”’ 

‘““ Gates knew that we’d seen the cattle; that’s 
why his outfit chased us off the range—and why 
he’s shifted the cattle.” 

“You may be right, but don’t you see that to 
ride over his range now would be as good as callin’ 
him a rustler ; and to calla man that in these parts 
is to start gun-play. We ain’t got a particle o’ proof, 
so the sheriff would put the blame on us.” 

““He’s had plenty o’ time to move the cattle,” 
muttered Pash sullenly. “‘ We shan’t find the herd 
on his range now, you can be sure o’ that, or he 
wouldn’t have asked you to look. He didn’t even 
say nuthin’ about Durrant, though he must know 

2 


GUN-PLAY "IN APACHE CREEK 


by now that he got plugged this mornin’. Is that 
natural? He had good reasons for not bringin’ 
that up.” 

The boss rode on without. speaking. It was 
plain that he was annoyed at being taken at a 
disadvantage by the other outfit. 

Pash said no more. He caught Tony’s eye and 
dropped back. Tony did the same, and:as soon as 
the outfit was well ahead they reined in. 

“I guess we spoke too soon,” muttered Pash 
bitterly. - | 

“I’m afraid youre right. But I can see the 
boss’s point of view. It would be hard for him to 
do anything without proof, and I don’t see quite 
what he can do.” 

“That doesn’t stop us doin’ somethin’.” 

** What do you mean ?”’ 

‘What I mean is, we’ve got to find these cattle. 
That’s the only way we can save our faces in front 
of the outfit. There’s only one way the cattle could 
have gone.” 

““In other words, you’re suggesting that we 
finish what we started to do this’ morning—ride 
over ‘to the mountains ? ” 

“*'That’s just what I do mean.” 

“When ?”’ 


“Now. I’ve brought the water can and grub 
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bag. We ain’t got no time to lose if we want to 
find the tray! o’ them cattle.” 

‘Right you are. That suits me,” agreed Tony. 

With one accord they turned their pintos and set 
off cautiously in the direction opposite to that taken 
by the outfit. Not until they had covered several 
miles, by which time they were on the edge of the 
desert which separated them from their objective, 
did Pash speak again. He turned in his saddle and 
studied the desolate country across which they had 
travelled. ‘‘ Guess we'd better :rest the pintos and 
take a bite to eat,’’ he observed. “In any case we 
can’t do nuthin’ till the moon comes up. Then, if 
we follow the fringe. of the range, we ought to see 
where the cattle hit the sand. I reckon that’s our 
only chance of finding out which way they went.”’ 

Dismounting, they gave their horses a little 
water, for their supply was limited, and after a meal 
of cold beef and biscuit lay down to rest. 
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CHAPTER VI 
THE STORM 


Hew long Tony slept he did not know, but the 
moon was well up when he was awakened by 
Pash shaking his arm. 

‘“‘ Come on, pardner,”’ said Pash urgently. ‘‘ We 
gotta make tracks.” 

‘Why the sudden hurry ? ” 

‘* Feel that wind on your face? The rains ain’t 
due for another fortnight yet, but I reckon they’re 
comin’, for all that.. Why, durn me for a gopher ! 
That’s why Gates kept the cattle at Blue Spring 
instead of driving ’em straight across the desert. 
He figgered on waitin’ for the rain, which’d wash 
out the trail they’d be bound to make in the sand. 
If it rains, by to-morrow there won’t be a hoof mark 
left. Let’s get goin’.” 

They threw their saddles on the pintos, and in a 
few minutes were on their way, Pash leading, scan- 
ning the desert, which stretched away on their left, 
for the cattle trail. 


They had not ridden more than a mile wher 
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they found it—a dark, trampled track that led in a 
dead straight line across the sand into tlie deep blue 
distance. Pash dismounted and examined the tracks 
carefully. “I reckon there were four riders went 
with ’em,” he announced. ‘‘ Let’s go—the rain’s 
comin’.”’ 

They started off down the trail, which, in the 
bright moonlight, was as easy to follow as a railway 
track ; but before they had gone far the scene was 
blotted out as great clouds rolled across the sky 
from the north. The air had turned humid and 
oppressive. Lightning began to flash fitfully in the 
distance. 

“The cattle may not have reached the mountains 
yet,” said Pash after a while. “‘ If the storm breaks 
they’re liable to stampede, in which case, with the 
trail washed out, we may have a job to find the place 
they’re headin’ for. The trouble is, I can only just 
see the trail now that it’s got so dark, and if we ride 
faster we may lose it.”’ 

Tony did not know how Pash could see the trail 
as it was, for it was now pitch dark. However, he 
could just make out the dark shape of the other pinto 
in front of him, and he followed it blindly into the 
all-enfolding silence of the desert. He chuckled 
when it occurred to him to wonder what his mother 
would think if she could, see him, for he had been 
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warned to be very careful; and he laughed softly 
when he remembered his supper, for at home his 
meals had been carefully prepared on account of 
the indigestion from which he had _ habitually 
suffered. 

“‘'What’s so funny ?”’ inquired Pash, who had 
heard Tony laugh. 

““T was just thinking how careful I was about 
what I ate when I was at home,” returned Tony. 
‘* I’m apt to get indigestion.” 

“‘Reckon that’s why you get it,’ grunted Pash 
with shrewd judgment. ‘‘ You got it now ? ” 

“Td forgotten there was such a thing.”’. 

‘* Your cayuse’ll help you to forget it ; he'll shake 
your insides up so that the grub won't get a chance 
to settle nowheres. We'd best quit yappin’—sound 
carries a long way in a place like this.” 

The heat became sultry as they rode on, slowly 
descending, although from a distance the desert had 
appeared to be level, and Tony suspected that they 
were crossing the bed of a dried-up lake. Perspira- 
tion trickled down his face; sand gritted in his 
teeth. Overhead the booming roll of thunder was 
becoming more menacing every moment. An 
ominous calm had fallen. Nothing stirred. 

A little while later a large drop of water splashed 


on his face, and then, with a roar, the storm was upon 
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them. It struck them like an avalanche. In an 
instant swirls of blackish dust were torn up from the 
ground and whirled in twisting clouds into the sky. 

“* Cover up your mouth ! ” yelled Pash, and Tony, 
seeing that he was tying his handkerchief round his 
face in such a way that only his eyes were left ex- 
posed, did the same. Pash waited for him to finish 
—no easy matter, for the horses were bucking—and 
then went on at a gallop. 

Everything was pitch black except when the 
vicious lightning lit up the peaks ahead in a blaze 
of orange glory. The thunder roared, rolled, and 
crashed, hammered into a continuous cannonade, 
and reverberated from the mountains in a thousand 
echoes. The world rocked as the sand swirled. It 
was as though the éarth was tearing itself to pieces to 
the accompaniment of a deafening orchestra. 

Tony rode on, half dazed, wondering what had 
happened to the rain, for it had not yet started beyond 
the few large drops that had heralded the wind. 
Sand silted into his mouth, his ears, his nose; it 
smarted in his eyes so that tears streamed down his 
grimy cheeks. 

Then, suddenly, came the rain, a furious on- 
slaught of ice-cold water. The first few drops were 
large and scattered, but then it became a blinding 
deluge, a veritable cloudburst. Tony sagged under 
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the weight of his clothes, shivering as with ague 
from the cold. His limbs became numb. It seemed 
incredible that only a few hours before he had been 
gasping in the heat of a fiery sun. “ If this doesn’t 
kill me nothing ever will,” he thought dispassionately. 
The chill became intense. His teeth chattered. 
Never in his'life had he been so cold or so wet. 

His pinto stopped dead, so unexpectedly that he 
went over its neck and landed with a squelch in the 
soft mud which a short time before had been dry 
sand. . 

Pash dragged him to his feet. “Are you all 
right ? ’’ he shouted above the din. 

‘‘ R-right as r-r-rain,” chattered Tony. 

‘Okay. For the love of Mike don’t die on me, or 
I’ll never dare go back and face the boss.”’ 

Tony wiped mud and water out of his eyes. 
‘‘ Where are we?” | | 

*'We’ve hit the mountains.” 

“€ Where’s the herd ? ”’ 

“Say, what do you think I am—a coyote? I 
can’t see in this sort of dark. We'd best try to find 
a gully or a canyon, a place where we can lie up till 
mornin’. There ain’t no sense in gettin’ wet.”’ 

Tony laughed hilariously. The idea of getting 
any wetter struck him as funny. “ Lead on!” he 
shouted: 
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Wondering if he hadn’t made a mistake about 
ranch life after all, he followed closely the shadowy 
figure that was now moving along the base of what 
seemed to be a steep cliff. The next half-hour was 
a nightmare. Where they were, where they were 
going, or how Pash found his way. he could not 
imagine. ‘Then Pash dismounted and thrust his 
reins into his hands. ‘“ Hold ’em and don’t move 
till I come back,”’ ‘he ordered. 

Tony got off his horse and waited for some 
minutes until Pash returned. 

In his arms he held a bundle which he’ dropped 
on the ground. He knelt beside it and a tin match- 
box rattled. A match blazed in the darkness ; in its 
yellow glare Tony saw that Pash was holding a match 
to a heap of dripping brushwood. 

*“'You’re crazy!” he cried derisively. ‘“‘ You'll 
never light that stuff ; it’s soaking wet.” 

Pash took no notice. He held the match under 
a branch. To Tony’s amazement it burst into flame, 
and in a minute a fire was burning cheerfully. _ 

“You still got a few things to learn about 
range life,” grinned Pash. “‘ Hold the bronchs 
while I get some more firewood. We'll be snug 
enough in a minute.”’ He disappeared again into 
the darkness. 

Looking round, Tony saw that they were under 
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4 vast overhanging arch, apparently in the side of a 
mountain; the overhang was sufficient to protect 
them from the rain. The firelight flickered eerily 
on the walls, enlarging the shadows of the two ponies 
until they assumed terrifying proportions. Pash 
returned and dropped another bundle by the fire. 
“We'll dry our things and rest,” he announced 
casually. 

In spite of his discomfort Tony was soon asleep ; 
he had no recollection of going to sleep, but he awoke 
suddenly to discover with astonishment that it was 
broad daylight. Sunshine was streaming into the 
gulley in which they had taken refuge. The horses 
were feeding close at hand; Pash was not in sight, 
but presently he appeared round a shoulder of rock 
carrying a bundle of twigs. 

‘‘Good-morning, partner,” Tony greeted him. 
‘The storm seems to have passed.” 

“Sure, that’s the way of ’em round these parts. 
There’s still water in holes in the rocks, so I gave the 
pintos a good drink and filled the water can. When 
the sun gets up it'll soon dry all the water out; 
she’s gonna be hotta than chilis presently, so get 
some water inside you while it’s there.” 

“‘ Can you see the trail ? ” 

‘“Nary a sign. The rain washed it out, jest as 


they reckoned it would, no doubt.” 
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“That means we shall have to hunt round to find 
the cattle.” " 

“It sure looks that way to me.” 

They made a quick breakfast, washing it down 
with black coffee which Pash brewed in his can, and 
then, at Tony’s suggestion, they climbed the hill 
under which they had passed the night in order to 
survey their position. It was not an enticing land- 
scape. On one hand lay the desert, already aglow 
with heat; on the other, miles of stark chocolate- 
coloured peaks rose-into the blue sky—not a moun- 
tain range, or even a group, but a crazy jumble of 
piled-up rock with saw-like ridges forming the sky- 
line. Over it all hung a great silence. It reminded 
Tony of a photograph he had once seen of the moon’s 
surface, and more than ever he perceived that if, as 
they supposed, the cattle were somewhere inside that 
frightful conglomeration, they would have a hard 
task to find them. He voiced his fears to Pash. 

‘We'd best work along the outside fringe and 
try to find the place where they went in,” was the 
reply. ‘I reckon it’ll be a canyon or a gully.” 

In this Pash was correct, but the trouble was, 
instead of there being only one canyon, there were 
scores, big and little, winding into the labyrinth of 
naked granite. They followed one or two that seemed 
to be the most promising, only to be brought up 
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sooner or later. by a sheer face of rock. Midday 
found them still on the outside fringe, as far from 
success as when they started. The heat was now 
appalling, and in spite of their efforts to conserve 
their meagre water supply they were compelled 
frequently to moisten their lips, for their mouths 
were as dry as parchment. It seemed incredible to 
Tony that all the water that had fallen the night 
before could so soon have disappeared, but he con- 
cluded that the rain which had fallen on the sand had 
been absorbed immediately, while that which had 
fallen on the rocks had either run off or been 
evaporated. 

He could see that Pash was getting worried, and 
he guessed the reason. When their water supply 
ran out they would be in evil case. So would the 
pintos, which were already showing signs of distress. 

In a narrow gulley they discussed the situation. 
“We've got to find water, and pretty soon,” said 
Pash seriously. ‘‘If we don’t find it by nightfall 
we shall be in a bad way; we couldn’t last another 
day without any, not nohow. Even if we could, the 
pintos couldn’t.”’ 

‘Don’t you think we ought to go back P ”’ 

‘That jest it, we can’t. The pintos couldn’t 
cross that sand without drinking.” 

‘*But there must be water about somewhere 
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or the rustlers wouldn’t have brought the cattle 
here.” . 

“‘T allows you’re right, pardner. That’s what 
we're lookin’ for. But where did them pesky cows 
hit thé hills ?. There ain’t no sign of em. We'd best 
keep a-goin’. It sure is hotter than brimstone. Our 
pintos must reckon we’re loco.” 

They went on. From deép chocolate, the moun- 
tains, eaten into by terrifying landslides, had turned 
red ; even such shadows as there were were thin 
and pale. Heat waves shimmered like a distant sea. 
The light was blinding in its white intensity, and 
travel became torture. 

Tony was drooping in the saddle when Pash 
uttered a croak, and pulling up his pinto pointed at 
something that lay on the ground—a strange object 
to be found in such a place. It was a coin, a nickel. 

** 'That’s better,’’ declared Pash. ‘‘ That musta 
fell out o’ one of their pockets. It ain’t been layin’ 
there more than a few hours, so it looks like they came 
this way.”’ He stared into a narrow canyon, from 
the floor of which grew sparse, sun-dried chaparral. 
Here and there cacti towered up like Corinthian 
columns. He cantered up to the nearest one, and, 
examining it closely, uttered an exclamation of satis- 
faction. ‘‘ This is the way they went,” he asserted. 


Tony stared at the cactus. High up he could see 
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some yellow fruit, but there appeared to be nothing 
to account for Pash’s remark. ‘‘ What makes you 
think they went this way ? ”’ he asked. 

“The fruit that grew low down has been picked.” 

“Is it good to eat, then?” . 

“T reckon you wouldn’t think so, but Indians 
and greasers grind up the seeds for food. Come on.” 

They went on up the canyon, walking their horses 
and keeping a sharp look-out for further signs of the 
rustlers. Pash found several--a hoof-mark here and 
there, and a crushed twig of mesquite. But another 
difficulty now arose. On either side were ravines 
and arroyos into which, for all they knew, the rustlers 
might have turned. Pash examined the entrance to 
each one carefully, but finding no sign, passed on. 
Tony followed blindly, for the glare was such that 
he could hardly see out of his screwed-up eyes. His 
whole body clamoured for water. His mouth 
throbbed for 1t—water—water—water. 

Pash kept a watchful eye on him, and when he 
saw that he was near the end of his endurance he 
pulled up, offering Tony the water can. ‘‘ We may 
as well finish it,” he said. 

They took a little each and gave the remainder to 
the pintos. 

“If the cayuses give out, we’re done,” said Pash 
simply. 
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Tony was no longer concerned with the rustlers ; 
he thought only of survival. His skini itched un- 
bearably, and it was only with difficulty that he 
refrained from tearing off his clothes. He dis- 
mounted, and, dragging himself to the top of a great 
outcrop of rock, felt his heart sink when he saw 
nothing but a burnt-out world of jagged rocks. He 
half slid, half fell back to where Pash was waiting 
for him. In answer to his anxious query he merely 
shook his head. © | 

They went on, winding a tortuous way between 
the fluted branches of sagueros or hedges of prickly 
pear. Everywhere there were cacti, some ablaze with 
brilliant blooms. Near them sometimes grew the 
most beautiful of all desert growths—the ajo lily, 
pale, exquisite, and fragrant. Seeing a large patch of 
them, exceptionally luxurious, Pash gave a cry, and 
declared that water could not be far away, even 
though it were under the surface of the ground. A 
little farther on he gave another cry, this time of 
definite encouragement, and urged his wilting pony 
to a run towards a group of hideous cacti, the size 
and shape of barrels. 

With wondering eyes Tony watched him slash 
the top off one with his knife, and after scooping 
out some pulp, pound what remained with a piece of 


rock until it became a juicy mass. This he squeezed 
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between his fingers, allowing the juice to drip back 
into the cactus and throwing the pulp away. When 
he had finished there was more than a pint of cool, 
clear water in the hollow growth. “‘ Drink,” he 
muttered, and Tony needed no second invitation. 

For nearly an hour they remained at the spot, 
cutting up cactus after cactus until their thirst, and. 
that of their pintos, was quenched. 

“Bit of luck striking these,” observed Tony. 
‘‘ What’s the name of them ? ”’ 

*¢ The Indians call them the Miracle of the Desert, 
and I reckon that’s a good name. They’ve saved 
more than one puncher’s life. We call ’em disnagos 
—it’s the Mexican name, I reckon.”’ 

“* Useful things to have about,” grinned Tony. 

“Which is more than you can say for them 
choyas.”” Pash pointed to a growth covered with 
cruel spikes. ‘* Don’t ever prick yourself with one 
o’ them, pardner,” he warned seriously. ‘I seen a 
man screaming with agony, and the sweat runnin’ 
down his face, after touchin’ one, they’re that 
poisonous.” 

‘You know, Pash, I can’t help thinking that we 
ought’to have told the boss, or Tex, where we were 
coming. Then, in the event of trouble, they might 
have come to look for us. Did you tell anybody ? ” 

** Nope—yeah, I think I told Sally, when I 
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borrowed the rifle. She asked me what I wanted it 
for, and I said we thought of takin’ a trip to the 
mountains. I had to tell her about the rifle because 
I couldn’t find no cartridges, and she had to get them 
for me. But we'd best move along.” 

Tony had advanced to take a closer look at the 
choyas, the dangerous plants which Pash had warned 
him not to touch. Suddenly he started forward. 
“Tsay!” he cried. ‘“ There’s a track goes through 
here.” 

Pash joined him and together they walked on, 
leading their horses and taking care not.to touch the 
spikes of the horrible plants. For some minutes they 
proceeded thus, and then they both gave a gasp of 
astonishment, for they saw in front of them what 
appeared to be a colossal natural doorway ; it was, 
in fact, a narrow fissure between two vertical faces 
of rock, which rose clear into the air for at least a 
hundred feet, forming a sort of entrance. Through 
this gigantic split in the rock there was just room for 
a horseman to pass. For perhaps fifty paces it 
continued, the deep shade between the rocks feeling 
almost cold after the heat in the open, and then a 
further shock caused Pash to stare at ‘Tony in amaze- 
ment. For the fissure led into a narrow canyon of 
startling beauty, so deep that one half of it was 


sheltered from the sun. Down the centre ran a strip 
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of rich, blue-green grass, although on either side, 
under the precipitous cliffs, vast growths of grey 
mesquite blended with the rock. 

‘* Now we’re gettin’ some place,” drawled Pash. 

“You're sure right,” said a sarcastic voice. 
‘* Keepa da hands up.” 

The boys came to a dead stop. Tony “turned 
slowly, stiff with astonishment and apprehension. 

Covering them with a rifle, not a dozen paces 
away, sat a dark-skinned man with a villainous face 
shaded by a broad-brimmed Mexican hat. A 
scarlet bandana knotted round his throat gave him 
a half-savage appearance. The reins of his horse 
rested lightly on his.arm. 

‘Looks like we’ve stepped right into trouble,” 
muttered Pash disgustedly. 

“* Droppa da guns,” ordered the Mexican. 

The boys had no choice but to comply. The 
rifle and the revolvers thudded to the ground. 

“‘ Gitta goin’,”’ ordered the Mexican. “ You 
makka da false move, you die, pronto.” 

The party moved forward up the canyon. 
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AS they rode on, Pash’s interest centred on the 

canyon, which was as beautiful as an oasis in 
a desert. There was even a tiny brook, running 
between banks lined with flowers. On either side 
the blue-green grass flourished luxuriantly, although 
all around the skyline was a terrifying array of rock 
in the form of spires, ridges, and cones. | 

‘“T couldn’t have believed that such a place 
existed—not here, at any rate,” remarked Tony. 

“I’ve heard of these canyons, but I ain’t never 
seen one,’ replied Pash. ‘Mostly it’s only the Injuns 
who know where they are. Gee-whiz! What a 
hide-out. You might keep a herd here till they died 
of old age without ’em ever being located. She 
sure is a beaut. Say, look at this.”’ 

It was now clear that, so far, they had been 
travelling down what might be likened to a neck of 
‘a bottlke—a common formation in the mountains. 
It now widened out into a pleasant fertile valley, 


fringed with mesquite, in which grazed a large herd 
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of cattle. In the distance, under a magnificent 
clump of cottonwoods, smoke rose lazily into the air 
from a somewhat straggling ranch-house. 

“‘T say, Pash, when we’ve put these rustlers out 
we'll start a ranch here ourselves,” declared Tony 
enthusiastically. ‘I think my guv’nor will let me 
have the money.” 

“‘Mebbe we’d better run the rustlers out first, 
before we talk about thit, ”» returned Pash, ever 
practical. “ Looks to me more like they’re goin’ to 
run ws out.” | 

“'What’s going on over there—on the left ? ” 

Pash looked in the direction indicated. Several 
men were gathered .round a fire towards which a 
number of riders were dragging a bellowing steer. 

“‘ Looks like they’re branding their cattle—or 
other folk’s cattle,’ murmured Pash. “ If them 
red-and-white short-horn steers ain’t ours, then I 
don’t know nothin’. I could tell our stock any- 
where.” 

“‘ But our cattle are already branded—by Jingo, 
though, come to think of it, it wouldn’t be a diffi- 
cult matter to alter the brand. They’d only have to 
straighten one side of the top O, and put a ‘I’ in 
front of the lower one, and O-bar-O would become 
D-bar-IO.” 


Pash stared at Tony. “ Say, you're right at that. 
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I must be loco not to have thought of that afore. 
I guess that was a lucky accident for the D-bar-IO.”’ 

““ My guess is that it wasn’t an accident at all,” 
murmured Tony softly. “‘ From what I’ve seen of 
Gates, and the company he keeps, I should say that 
he chose that brand knowing jolly well what he was 
going to do.” 

“*'You’ve said a heap, pardner. We've sure got 
this gang of doggone cattle thieves set up, if only 
we can get away and let our boys know what we 
know. When they hear about this, I reckon it won't 
be so healthy in these parts, neither.”’ 

“ Pity we didn’t tell them where we were going,”’ 
said Tony regretfully. 

‘Yeah ; mebbe I should ’ave told Tex or Tim. 
Sally knows, but she won’t ’ave no call to tell the 
others.” 

‘* Never mind, it can’t be helped. We shall have 
to take care of ourselves.”’ 

Further conversation was interruptéd by a shout 
from one of the cowboys when he saw the trio 
approaching. Instantly all eyes were turned in their 
direction, and work was. suspended while the men 
waited for the new arrivals to join them. 

Pash looked them over. He recognized Two- 
gun Grundle and Luis Durango, but the others were 


strangers. This did not surprise him, for three of 
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them were obviously Mexicans and two were Indians. 
Altogether, with their captor, there were nine of them. 

Two-gun Grundle walked forward, an odd ex- 
pression on his face. “‘ Where did you pick ’em up, 
Ramon ? ”’ he asked abruptly. 

“Toppa de canyon, boss.” 

Grundle eyed the two prisoners. ‘‘ Looks like 
you two sure are determined to find trouble,” he 
drawled. “ Well, you won’t have no need to look 
farther. Bring ’em along, Ramon.”’ 

The boys were dismounted ; then their pintos 
and knives. were taken away from them and their 
pockets emptied. They were then brought close to 
the fire, where the Mexicans and Indians were 
waiting expectantly. 

“You won’t be in such a hurry to git away this 
time,” muttered Grundle vindictively. 

‘“C’mon, boss, let’s makka da fineesh,” put in 
Durango impatiently. His dark eyes brightened as 
an idea came to him, and he plucked:a glowing 
branding-iron out of the fire. “‘ We putta da brand 
on ’em, huh ? ” 

There was a chorus of assent. This was some- 
thing the Indians understood, and they drew nearer 
to watch the fun. 

Tony stared at the red iron; it seemed to 


fascinate him ; then, on the spur of the moment, he 
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bolted. For a moment or two he thought he’d 
actually got away, for no guns were fired; then a 
snake-like object fell over his shoulders, slipped to 
his feet, and was suddenly jerked taut, so that he 
fell heavily. Half stunned and with the breath 
knocked out of him he tried to get to his feet ; but 
before he could do so he was dragged backwards 
over the ground on the end of the lariat amid yells 
of laughter caused by his frantic efforts to keep his 
face from being torn to pieces. 

“Hold ’em,” snarled Grundle, ‘I'll give ’em 
the iron.” He snatched the implement from the 
Mexican’s hand and thrust it into the fire to re-heat 
it. ‘‘I betcha they make more noise than the steers,”’ 
he announced, amid fresh laughter. 

“You'll be sorry about this, Grundle,” declared 
Pash grimly. 

‘* Not so sorry as you,” chuckled Grundle, and 
there was a fresh round of laughter. He took the 
iron from the fire and advanced upon the boys. 
“Who's first ?”? he demanded. _ 

“Go ahead, you sneaking coyote. You’re wuss 
than an Injun,”’ jibed Pash. 

Grundle flushed crimson and took a quick pace 
forward. .He raised the iron. But before he could 
apply it there was a warning cry from one of the 
Indians, followed by the rapid pounding of hooves. 

104 


THE SECRET CANYON 


Glancing over his shoulder Tony saw Gates, the 
boss of the D-bar-IO, followed by two cowboys, 
coming at a gallop. Reaching the fire they pulled 
up, and sat staring in amazement at the scene. 

‘““'What’s the big idea, Grundle ?”’ demanded 
Gates. 

‘‘'These mavericks came hornin’ in, lookin’ fer 
trouble, and we reckoned it’d be a shame to disap- 
point em. We was jest goin’ to clap the iron on ’em 
—so we'd know ’em agin.” 

Gates dismounted. _ 

** Lay off,’’ he said harshly. ‘‘ You allus was in 
too big a hurry, Grundle.”’ 

‘Why, what’s eatin’ you, Gates ? ” 

*“‘ Ain’t you got no more sense than to fool 
around thisaway when we’re waitin’ to get the cattle 
finished and on their way? Besides, how d’you 
know their outfit ain’t on the way here? Get the 
cattle done. When we're ready to hit the breeze 
we'll deal with these brats.” 

** 'That’s okay if you say so,”’ grumbled the other, 
throwing down the\branding-iron. ‘‘ What shall we 
do with ’em ?”’ 

“Run ’em in the little barn and put one of the 
Indians at the door. I aim to shift the herd before 
to-morrow night.” 


The boys were marched to some outbuildings 
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near the ranch-house and pushed roughly inside. 
The door slammed behind them. They heard a 
heavy bar drop into place. 

“Well, pardner, I didn’t reckon on ever seein’ 
the day when I’d be glad for Gates to show up, but 
I allows I sure was mighty pleased to see him then,” 
said Pash coolly. 

‘He certainly came just in time,” answered 
Tony, surveying their prison. __ - 

It was a small building, about ten or twelve feet 
square, roughly built of split timber. The floor was 
earth, or rather, dried mud, trampled to stone-like 
hardness. There was no window, but a certain 
amount of light came through numerous parrow 
cracks between the boards. 

“IT was plumb loco to gallivant into that canyon 
the way I did,’’ muttered Pash disgustedly. “I 
oughta guessed them rustlers was in it. It’s the very 
place for their job.”’ 

*'There’s no point in reproaching ourselves with 
that now,” returned Tony. “ How are we going to 
get out '—that’s the question. You heard what 
Gates said? He hopes to finish the cattle—what- 
ever that may mean—by to-morrow night. Then 
they’re going somewhere. When they go it’s going 
to be a bad look-out for us—if we’re still here.” 


“I saw what they were doin’ to the cattle, all 
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right,”’ nodded Pash. ‘“ They were fixin’ the brands 
—just like you said. By to-morrow night them 
steers will all carry the D-bar-IO brand, after which 
I reckon they’ll be driven to the railroad. Once 
they’re on.the train they'll be gone for good. 
We’ve got to get word back to the outfit-somehow, 
but durn my hide if I see how we’re goin’ to get out. 
It ain’t no use tryin’ the door—I heerd them bar it, 
and besides, there’s an Injun ...”’ Pash walked to 
a crack in the wall on the door side of the hut and 
peeped through. “‘ Yeah, there he is, the brown- 
faced varmint, sittin’ under a cottonwood, watchin’ 
the door.” 

Tony examined the timber of which the hut was 
built, and the floor, in turn. ‘‘ We couldn’t cut a 
hole through that wall without an axe, and then it 
would take some time,’? he announced. ‘“* The 
floor’s our only chance. It’s as hard:as iron on top, 
but it may be softer underneath. With a knife it 
might be possible to dig a hole under the wall, big 
enough for us to get through. I don’t suppose the 
timber goes very far down into the ground.” 

‘* But we ain’t got a knife.” 

“Then we shall have to find a substitute.” So 
saying Tony took off his belt, and with the prong of 
the buckle began scratching on the floor, near the 


wall, on the side farthest from the door. 
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Pash watched him for a moment or two. His 
expression was almost one of compassion. “ Yep, I 
reckon you could do it—if you spent the rest of your 
life doin’ nothin’ else,”’ he observed sadly. 

“There’s no harm in trying. It’s better than 
sitting here doing nothing, anyway. If anyone 
comes we'll sit on the hole so that it can’t be 
seen. Gosh! I’m thirsty. If someone doesn’t 
soon bring some water I shall go—what do you call 
it—loco.”. 

‘“‘T sure admire your nerve,’ muttered Pash, 
taking off his. belt and starting to help with the 
work. 

How near he was to'the truth in his estimate of 
how long it would take to dig a hole through the 
floor and under the wall, was made only too clear 
when, at the end of an hour, they had done little 
more than scratch the surface of the hard-packed 
earth, by which time their hands were sore and the 
perspiration was running down their faces. Pash 
was inclined to give up, but Tony stuck to his task 
doggedly. “A fellow named Casanova once spent 
eight months digging through an oak floor with the 
blunt end of a poker—and he got away,” he remarked 
encouragingly. | 

“Our trouble is, we ain’t got eight months to 


work in,” answered Pash shortly. 
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They flung their belts into a corner and lay down 
on their work as the bar outside the door was with- 
drawn. A moment later the door was pushed open, 
and a cowboy, one of the D-bar-IO outfit, came in 
with a can of water and some broken biscuit. 

““ Make the most o’ that,” he said gruffly, setting 
the can down on the floor. “I’m goin’ back to the 
ranch, and the greasers are apt to forget that people 
drink. I ain’t no greaser, and I’ve wanted a drink 
myself more than once.’’ He nodded and went out, 
and the bar dropped into place. 

The boys fell upon the food and water eagerly, 
but, remembering the cowboy’s caution, they drank 
sparingly of the water. 

** We'll save the rest,” said Pash. 

‘““Don’t you believe it. I can think of a better 
use for this water than drinking it,’”’ said Tony, and 
poured nearly half of what. remained on to the floor 
where they had been working. 

Pash uttered a cry of horror and amazement. 
‘“‘ Say, what do you think you’re doin’? Have you 
gone loco ?” | 

“Not entirely,’’-smiled Tony. “ It ought to be 
easier to dig in mud.” 

‘“‘Say, you're right at that,’’ whispered Pash, 
picking up his belt and resuming work with a fresh 


burst of energy. 
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The water did soften the earth considerably, as 
Tony had hoped, but progress was still painfully 
slow. No-one came near them, however, so at least 
they were able to work unmolested, although by 
sunset their hands were in a dreadful state. 

Pash broke off, as he had done several times 
before, to survey as much of the landscape as 
could be seen through the largest crack in the wall. 
“The cattle thieves are. knockin’ off work,” he 
announced. 

“ Are they coming this way ?”’ 

‘“'They’re makin’ for the ranch.” 

“Is the Indian still on guard ? ” 

“‘ He sure is, durn his yeller hide.”’ 

Darkness closed in, so that it was no longer 
possible to see the hole, which was now nearly a 
foot deep and about two feet square, and in order 
not to get in each other’s way the boys had to take 
turns at the work. They continued until nearly 
midnight, as near as they could judge, when Tony 
announced that he could do no more, that he would 
have to sleep or die of weariness. He was, in fact, 
absolutely worn out, and no sooner had he stretched 
himself on the floor than he fell asleep. 

When he awoke he was instantly conscious of 
two things. One was that he had slept for a long 


time, and the other, that some noise had awakened 
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him. The noise was still in his ears When he 
opened his eyes, but as so often happens in such 
cases he could neither recognize nor localize it. He 
thought it was very close and came from somewhere 
near the floor. He stiffened as it came again, and 
this time there could be no mistake. An animal of 
some sort was sniffing outside the hut, close to the 
wall. He shook Pash’s arm. 

The noise came again. 

“‘ Coyote,”’ said Pash laconically. 

The sound of his voice was answered, as it were, 
by a soft whine, and the creature, whatever it was, 
started digging furiously. 

The boys scrambled to-their feet. Just enough 
moonlight came between the slabs of rough-hewn 
timber for them to see each other. 

“That ain’t a coyote, it’s a dog,’ whispered 
Pash, and put his eyes to a crack. Tony joined him, 
but they could see nothing except the silent chaparral, 
for the animal was close under the wall. 

“Say, look, there’s someone just come out 0’ 
that patch of prickly pear. I saw someone move,” 
whispered Pash. 

‘Yes, you’re right.” 

“It can’t be one of the gang, they wouldn’t 
slink around thataway.”’ 


“Then who could it be ? ” 
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Pash did not answer at once. The figure was 
coming swiftly towards the hut with rio more noise 
than a shadow. When it was within half a dozen 
paces it spoke. 

** Quiet, Buster.” 

Pash clawed at Tony in his excitement. ‘‘ Thun- 
der and lightning !’’ he gasped. “ It’s Sally!” 


ITZ 


CHAPTER VIII 
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‘“Q@ALLY!” Pash said the word through the 
crack. 

Sally stopped, and then came on again until her 
hangs were actually resting on the’ rough boards. 
‘Why, Pash, what on earth has happened ?” she 
whispered. _—_ | 

“Never mind that for a mmute. How did you 
get here?” 

“I found that I had given you the wrong 
cartridges for the rifle, so I went out to tell you, but 
when the others came back you weren’t there. Tex 
told me that the last he saw of you was near Blue 
Spring. When you didn’t come after the storm I 
began to get worried. I remembered what you said 
about going to the mountains, and thought perhaps 
you'd be in a jam if you were relying on the rifle 
and then found that the cartridges wouldn't fit; so 
I got my pinto out of the corral and rode to Blue 
Spring to see if I could find your tracks. While I 


was there a cowboy came riding in from the desert. 
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I was just going to ask him if he’d seen anything of 
you, when another puncher came out of the mesquite 
and they started talking. I could hear all they said, 
and I heard the one who had come out of the desert 
tell the other that they’d caught two kids on the 
prowl in the mountains, and were going to knock 
them on the head. I knew it could only be you, and 
I didn’t know whether to ride back to the range for 
help or come right on. I’d have gone back, but I 
thought mebbe if I did I’d be too late to help you— 
so I came on.” 

‘“‘'That sure was swell of you, Sally. How did 
you find the canyon ?”’ 

“‘T saw where someone had been cutting down 
cactus for water. Buster found your trail and led 
me to the canyon. He brought me here. What has 
happened, Pash ? ” 

In as few words as possible Pash explained the 
position. “‘ Where did you leave your pinto ?’”’ he 
concluded. 

Sally pointed. ‘“‘ Behind that bunch of prickly 
pear.” 

“Then ride back as hard as you can go and 
tell the outfit what’s happened. Don’t stop for 
nuthin’.”’ 

‘* But what about you ? Can’t I let you out ? ” 

‘“Nope. There’s an Injun on guard in front of 
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the hut. If you came round to the door he’d spot 
you. Have you got a gun?” 

“Yes. T’ll give it to you—but how can I get 
itin?”’ 

Pash groaned, for there was no crack wide enough 
to permit the passage of-an object as bulky as a 
revolver. ‘‘ Have you got a knife ?” he asked. 

“‘ Sure I have.”’ 

“ Swell. That'll g3 through. Slip it in-to me. 
Me and Tony are diggin’ a hole, but I doubt we 
shan’t be able to get through before daylight. The 
knife’ll help, though. Mebbe I can widen this crack 
so that you can give me the gun.” 

Sally slipped the knife through the narrow open- 
ing. It fell on the floor of the hut. Pash groped for 
it in the darkness, found it, and forthwith. began 
hacking strips off the woodwork, widening the crack 
through which they had been talking. 

Tony could do nothing except wait, so he told 
Sally in greater detail how they came to be in their 
present position. 

‘‘ Okay, Sally,’ whispered Pash at last. ‘‘ The 
gun oughta go through now—that’s swell.” 

“ Have you got it?’ asked Tony, who was keyed 
up with excitement. 

““T sure have.’’ Pash spoke again to Sally. 


‘You get back now, kid, as fast as you can, and tell 
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the boys what’s happened. Be careful how you go.”’ 

‘What are you goin’ todo?” — 

“We'll go on digging. If we can’t dig our way 
out by mornin’ then we'll either shoot our way out 
or else hold the hut till the boys come.”’ 

‘S’long—s’long, Tony. Come on, Buster.” Sally 
disappeared like a wraith in the blue moonlight as she 
crept back to her horse. 

‘‘ She sure is a swell kid,”’ declared Pash admir- 
ingly. | 

“You're right there,” agreed Tony. “‘ With a 
gun and a knife we ought to be able to do something.” 

‘ Shall we go on with the hole?” 

“Yes. It must be nearly daylight, but with a 
knife we shall make better progress, and if we could 
get out without having to fight it would be better.” 

“IT was thinkin’ mebbe we'd do better to go on 
enlarging the hole in the timber, where Sally put the 
gun through.” 

‘“‘T doubt it. It would mean that we should have 
to cut out at least two planks, and they’re thick. I 
vote for the hole.” 

Pash dropped on his knees and attacked the hole 
with renewed vigour, Tony scooping out the loose 
earth with his hands. As he had prophesied, progress 
was now much faster, but there was still a fair 


amount of work to be done, and when the sky began 
116 


DESPERATE MEASURES 


to turn pink with the coming of dawn it was obvious 
that, unless the rustlers kept away from them, they 
would not be able to,complete it. They were down 
to the bottom of the boards and were now digging 
upward on the other side, but Tony reckoned that 
there was a good half-hour’s work to be done before 
the hole would be large enough to permit them to get 
through. 

Twenty minutes later there came the sound of a 
voice outside the hut, and running to a crack Pash 
announced that Durango was on his way, and that 
the Indian guard was still on duty. 

“Tm sorry I got you in this jam, Tony,” 
apologized Pash. ‘“‘ Durango is comin’ here, so it 
means a show-down, and someone’s liable to get 
hurt.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

“Plug ’im. It’s our only chance. It’s him or us 
for it.”’ 

“Then what? We'd better have some sort of 
plan.” 

“ We shall just have to run, I guess.” 

** Can you see any horses ? ”’ 

‘Yeah.’ There are four pintos hitched to the rail 
in front of the ranch house. Two of them are ours.’ 

‘* Then let’s make a bolt for them as soon as we’re 


out.” | 
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“* As you say, pardner.” 

“* Go ahead and do as you think best.” 

“Then get ready. Durango’s at the door. By 
Japers! I’d almost be ready to die if I could get that 
yellow-bellied half-breed first.” 

Pash backed to the wall farthest from the door, 
and stood with his hands behind him to conceal the 
revolver. Tony took up a position near him, with 
the knife held behind his back. He had no intention 
of using it, but he was ready for eventualities, and 
in any case he could not without danger to himself 
put a long-bladed, unsheathed knife in his pocket. 

The bar that closed the door was lifted; it 
thudded to the ground. The door swung open, and 
Luis Durango stood in the doorway, a malicious 
smile on his saturnine face. Curiously enough, he 
did not appear to see the hole in the floor, for he 
did not look down; his eyes were on the boys’ 
faces, presumably to enjoy their discomfiture. They 
watched him keenly. 

Durango took his knife from the sheath that was 
attached to his belt and began whetting it on the 
palm of his hand. Still he didn’t speak. 

‘Why not you use der gun ? ”’ grunted the Indian 
from a short distance away. 

‘“‘T notta waste good cartridge—cartridge very 
expensive,’ replied Durango, taking a pace forward. 
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With a quick jerk Pash brought his gun to the 
front, its muzzle menacing the Mexican like a snake 
about to strike. ‘‘ Get ’em up,” he snapped. 

Durango acted with the speed of light. His wrist 
twitched, and the knife flashed through the air. But 
Pash had moved as fast, and the heavy blade thudded 
into the wall two inches from his head. Seeing that 
he had missed, the Mexican’s hands flew to his guns. 
But he never drew them. A stream of flame leapt 
across the hut. It began at Pash’s right hand, and 
seemed to end at Durango’s head. 

For a moment Durango remained upright, a 
streak of blood on his forehead, his eyes round with 
astonishment. Then he slumped to the floor like 
a wet sack. 

For one palpitating second the boys stared down 
at him. Pash was the first to move. He jumped 
over the prone body and darted through the door, 
only to sidestep like a ballet dancer as the Indian’s 
rifle spat. The bullet jerked his hat off. Before the 
Indian could fire again Pash had fired twice, and the 
Indian sprawled in the sand. 

““Come on, Tony,’”’ snapped Pash, and started 
running towards the horses, which were about a 
hundred yards away. 

Whether those inside the ranch-house were 


alarmed by the shots, or whether they were coming 
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out in any case, Pash neither knew nor cared. He 
only knew that they suddenly appeared, Grundle 
and four others, walking towards the horses. They 
saw Pash at once, and their hands flew to their guns. 

Pash spun round in his tracks, so fast that he 
nearly collided with Tony who was running behind 
him. “Get back!” he gasped. ‘Run for the 
hut !” 

Shots rang out. A bullet snatched at; Tony’s 
sleeve. He jumped sideways and then, twisting and 
turning like a snipe, sped back to the hut, which was 
the only cover available. Out of the corner of his 
eye he could see Pash running too. He saw him 
swoop over the fallen Indian and snatch up his rifle 
in passing. Breathless, they both flung themselves 
inside the hut. 

*“‘ Are you hit, Tony?’ gasped Pash, from the 
shelter of the wall. 

“ No—are you ?”’ 

““Nope. Here, take this, and fire as fast as you 
can, but don’t show yourself more than you can 
help.” 

Standing close against the door-frame Tony 
peeped out. At first he could see no-one; then a gun 
blazed near a clump of prickly pear and he let drive 
at the flash with the Indian’s rifle, which Pash had 


tossed to him. 
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“Keep shootin’!”’? shouted Pash, and, darting 
forward, snatched Durango’s revolvers from their 
holsters. He flung them behind him, whipped off 
the Mexican’s cartridge belt, and then fell backwards 
as a rifle cracked. 

Tony’s heart leapt into his mouth. “Are you 
hurt, Pash ?”’ he cried in an agony of fear. 

“* Nope—the shot hit the cartridge belt. Keep 
under cover.” 

‘* Can’t we shut the door ? ” 

‘ T reckon not, it’d mean showin’ ourselves. We 
should have to move Durango anyway. We can’t 
afford to take no chances.” 

The Mexican lay where he had fallen, his 
head well inside the hut, and his feet across the 
threshold. * 

Through a slit in the wall Tony surveyed the 
position, and he saw that they were fairly safe inside 
the hut, providing a shot did not enter through one 
of the cracks. .Exactly how many men there were 
outside, watching the door of the hut, he did not 
know, but he thought from the occasional shots that 
there must be at least four or five. Realizing that 
the boys were armed, the rustlers took care not to 
show themselves. 

A strange silence fell. ‘The sun climbed over the 


rim of the canyon and poured its fierce rays on the 
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roof of the hut. An enormous butterfly floated past 
on lazy wings, and Tony found it hard to believe that 
in the sand outside, only a short distance away, men 
were waiting to kill them at the first opportunity. 

‘This is pretty awful,” he muttered at last. “I 
wish they’d do something. What do you think 
they’re waiting for ?”’ 

‘Waitin’ for us to show ourselves. Mebbe they 
think we'll be fools enough to run for it. When they 
get tired o’ waitin’ they'll try stalkin’ us. They ain’t 
got time to lie around all day doin’ nothin’.” 

Tony looked at the hole on which they had spent 
so much labour, and as he regarded it an idea struck 
him. “Isay, Pash. The hole is out of line with the 
door. One of us ‘could go on working at it while the 
other keeps guard.” 

‘* What’s the use o’ that ?”’ 

“‘If we could get the hole large enough we 
could slip out through the back, and they wouldn’t 
know we'd gone. In that way we might get a good 
start.” 

“Say! That’s talkin’ sense,’ replied Pash 
quickly. ‘“‘ You make a start at diggin’. I'll keep 
watch, ‘cause if they try to rush us I’m quicker with 
a gun than you are. They won’t try rushin’ though, 
till they get tired o’ waitin’—we’ll knock the dust 


off the hides of some of ’em if they do. We’ve got 
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three guns and a rifle, and I reckon there’s fifty slugs 
in Durango’s belt. If 1 start shootin’ fast you’ll know 
they’re comin’. You gimme a hand if they start, but 
for. the love of Mike keep under cover. These 
rustlers’ll be sore at us for wastin’ their time this- 
away.” 

Tony nodded and set to work on the hole with 
desperate energy. He was anxious to get out of the 
hut for more reasons than one. The heat was appal- 
ling, and while he might not have admitted it to Pash, 
who seemed unconcerned about such things, the 
silent figure of the Mexican on the floor was begin- 
ning to get on his nerves. 

Ten minutes passed, slowly, it seemed to Tony, 
to whom time had become curiously telescoped. 
He seemed to be in a dream. “I think the hole is 
nearly big enough,” he announced, turning to Pash, 
who was still keeping watch. Something—it may 
have been a movement, or it may have been that queer 
thing called instinct, made him glance at Durango, 
still lying as he had fallen. Were the Mexican’s eyes 
open? He blinked and looked again. They were 
closed. Without a shadow of doubt they were closed. 
But he could have sworn that when he first looked 
down they had been half open. Or had it been 
imagination ? He didn’t know. An uncomfortable 


sensation stole over him and he took a pace nearer. 
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To all intents and purposes the man was stone dead. 
But was he? Reaching out he touched Pash on the 
arm. 

Pash spun round, revealing the tense state of his 
nerves. ‘‘ What is it ? ” he asked, his eyes on Tony’s 
face. 

Tony pointed at the object of his suspicions. 
“He moved—I think.” His lips did no more than, 
form the words. | 

Pash nodded. His expression was grim as he 
crept towards the Mexican. And as he crept 
Durango’s long eyelashes fluttered. Pash recoiled, 
and, even as he moved, the Mexican gave a convulsive 
jerk that took him nearly to Pash’s feet. His hands 
shot out, gripped Pash round the ankles, and snatched 
his legs from under him. Pash’s gun roared, but the 
bullet went through the roof. 

Tony flung himself on the Mexican, and then 
the three of them were on the floor, writhing in a 
wild-cat embrace. Durango used his teeth and nails. 
Tony used his fists, driving them into the Mexican’s 
body wherever he could find a place clear of Pash, 
who was underneath. 

It was Pash who, by a shrewd blow, finished the 
battle. He managed to get his right arm clear, and 
not daring to shoot for fear of hitting Tony, crashed 


the gun against the side of Durango’s head. The 
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Mexican went limp, and the boys, panting and dis- 
hevelled, dragged themselves clear. 

Pash ran to a crack in the wall and looked out. 
‘Is the hole big.enough for us to get through ?” he 
panted. | 

“IT think so.”’ 

“* Okay—you go first.” 

Before Tony could comply, one of Pash’s guns 
roared, so, instead of making for the hole, he ran to a 
crack and looked out. He was just in time to see an 
Indian, crouching low, dive behind a mesquite bush 
not far from the door. Pushing the muzzle of a 
revolver through the crack he took aim and fired, 
and had the satisfaction of seeing the Indian crawl 
away. 

Meanwhile, Pash’s guns had not been idle, and 
the roar of them was punctuated by the thud of 
bullets hitting the hut. Then, as suddenly as it had 
started, the fusillade died away. 

“‘ They tried a rush, but we’ve stopped ’em,” said 
Pash casually. 

Tony wiped his forehead with his sleeve, for the 
sun was now well up and the hut was like an oven. 
Not a‘breath of air stirred in the canyon, and the 
smell of powder smoke hung heavily in the still 
atmosphere. 


“* All the same, one or two of ’em have got too 
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close for my likin’,”? muttered Pash. ‘‘ There’s two 
of the skunks behind that patch o’ prickly pear on the 
right. They'll try to get to the door in the next rush, 
I shouldn’t wonder.” 

“‘ If you can hold them for another five minutes 
Pll test the hole,’”’ returned ‘Tony, and made for the 
rear wall. As he did so he saw a dark object inserted 
through a crack. For a moment he could not make 
out what it was, for the thing was end-on to him. 
Then he saw that it was the muzzle of.either a 
revolver or a rifle. 

‘* Look out ! ”’ he yelled, giving Pash a shove and 
ducking at the same time. A tongue of flame leapt 
across the hut, with a crashing report that made 
Tony’s ears ring. Before the weapon could be fired 
again he had ducked underneath it, pushed the 
muzzle of his gun through a crack and pulled the 
trigger blindly. A scream of pain rent the air. 

“* Good for you, pardner,”’ observed Pash calmly. 
‘We'll sure make these goldurned rustlers sorry 
they ever rustled us. Sufferin’ coyotes! I’m as dry 
as a Skeleton in a desert. Go ahead with that hole. 
Pll watch.” 

For another five minutes Tony tore at the earth, 
which, on the far side of the wall, was quite soft. Then 
he went through like a rabbit going into its burrow. 
The hole was barely large enough, but he managed to 
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get through, although he took a fair amount of skin 
off his knees and knuckles in doing so. He staggered 
to his feet on the far side and looked wildly around. 
Not a soul was in sight, not even the man whom he 
thought he had shot when he had fired blindly 
through the wall; but a crimson stain on the sand 
showed that his shot had not missed. 

Pash’s face appeared at the hole; being slightly 
‘slimmer than Tony he got through easily, bringing 
the weapons and the cartridge belt with him. 

‘Which way?” breathed Tony. 

‘We'll make for that big clump o’ prickly pear,”’ 
answered Pash, nodding towards the clump from 
which Sally had appeared. ‘‘ Don’t make no noise.” 

Quietly they stalked towards the great, bloated 
leaves of the prickly pear, where they paused only 
long enough to divide and arrange their weapons. 

‘* We'd best make for the top end of the canyon 
—the way we came in,” whispered Pash. “ It’s the 
only way out we know of, and we can do with some 
water. We can’t last the day without any, that’s 
certain. If we can get a drink we'll lay low till it 
gets dark. If Sally gets back all right the whole outfit 
oughta be here by to-morrow. I hate walkin’ nearly 
as much as I hate rustlers, but there ain’t much 
chance of gettin’ any hosses. Still, you never know. 


Keep your eyes skinned.”’ 
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Tony needed no warning in this respect, and he 
followed Pash as, bent nearly double, hé ran farther 
from the hut, keeping the prickly pear between 
them and the rustlers. Soon they came to a shallow 
gully, but deep enough to offer cover even if they 
stood up. Pash turned towards the head of the 
canyon and broke into a run. 

For several minutes they ran on, gasping. for 
breath, for the heat was intense ; but reaching more 
broken country of rock and chaparral Pash steadied 
the pace. From the direction of the hut came a 
furious fusillade. 

‘Sounds like they’re rushin’ the hut,” Pash 
flung back over his shoulder. 

““And now they’ve discovered that the little 
birds have flown,” rejoined Tony, as shouts followed 
the shots. 

‘‘ Pardner, you’ve sure said a mouthful,” grinned 
Pash. ‘“ They’ll make for their hosses now, SO 
we'd best keep a-goin’.”’ 

Taking advantage of the ample cover the broken 
country provided they hurried on, keeping to a 
course which, they hoped, would bring them to the 
end of the canyon. 

It was not long before the sound of a hue-and- 
cry reached their ears—shouts, and the pounding of 


hooves, but how many men were taking part in it 
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they did not know; it seemed that their pursuers 
had split up, each carrying on the search in his own 
way. ‘The rugged nature of the country was, of 
course, in favour of the fugitives; it checked the 
ardour of the pursuers, too, to know that the boys 
were armed, for they had demonstrated in no un- 
certain fashion that they were prepared to use their 
weapons. Pash had instinctively avoided all soft 
ground, keeping to rock whenever possible, so there 
was little or no likelihood of their trail being picked 
up. 
With Indian-like stealth, taking advantage of 
every scrap of cover, for a time the boys made good 
progress, and reaching the cliff that bounded the 
southern side of the canyon, they crept along the 
base of it, with the belt of dry mesquite between 
them and the grass strip that followed the brook 
down the centre. Neither of them spoke, but a gasp 
of alarm broke from Tony’s lips when he nearly put 
his foot on a coiled rattlesnake. White from the 
shock he sped on, the venomous rattle whirring 
behind him. 

Reaching a point where the cliff jutted out, Pash 
pulled up, panting. ‘‘ Phew! Say, this runnin’ 
comes sorta hard after usin’ a pinto’s legs for so 
long. We can’t be more than a quarter of a mile 


from the head of the canyon. If we can once get 
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out, past them choyas, into the cactus canyon, I 
reckon they’ll have a job to find us.” — 

‘* Keep going,” urged Tony. 

They went on for perhaps a hundred yards, 
when, rounding another buttress, Pash pulled up 
dead with a strangled cry of dismay. He did not 
speak. He did not move. He just stood staring at 
something that lay on the ground. 

Tony pushed forward to see what it was. A 
dead horse lay across their path. It was saddled and 
bridled. 

Pash turned a stricken face to Tony. ‘“ Look,” 
was all he could say. 

At first Tony did not understand. ‘‘ What about 
it?” he asked. 

“It’s Sally’s pinto,” said Pash in a dull voice. 
‘* They musta got her.”’ 
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"TONY stood still, his face twisting into a grimace 

of despair at the enormity of the disaster. He 
realized now that they had accepted as fact what 
had only been supposition—that Sally had got away, 
and had by this time reached the ranch. 

‘‘Great heavens!” he breathed. ‘“‘ This ‘is 
awful. We must go back for her.”’ 

Pash drew a deep breath. “ Looks that way to 
me,” he observed. ‘‘ Ssh! Who’s this comin’ ?”’ 
he continued in a low voice, as the fast beat of 
hooves reached their ears. | 

Peering through the mesquite they saw Grundle 
himself, with a Mexican, galloping up the middle of 
the canyon, riding in the direction of the narrow 
entrance, while from another direction, where they 
had evidently been searching for the runaways, 
came’ two more Mexicans. Both parties were 
about fifty yards from where: the boys crouched, 
and when Grundle spoke his voice reached them 


clearly. 
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“ Any sign ?”’ he called. 

** No, senior.” 

Grundle swore. ‘“I’Il tear the hides off them 
brats when I lay hands on ’em,”’ he raved. “ Ain’t 
we got nothin’ else to do but claw around lookin’ 
for a couple of kids? We mustn’t let ’em git out 
on no account. I reckon I know how to locate 
"em, though, when we’ve shifted the cattle. I'd 
best ride back and git ’em movin’. You two ride 
up to the divide and stay there. Stop the kids 
if they try to git out that way. They can’t ’a’ 
gotten out yet. Watch they don’t, and stay there 
till I come.” 

“* St, senor.” 

Two of the Mexicans put spurs to their horses 
and galloped on towards the narrow fissure at the 
head of the canyon. Grundle and his companion 
went back towards the ranch. _ 

“This gits wuss and wuss,” grumbled Pash, 
sitting down and resting his chin on his fist. ‘“‘ With 
them two greasers sittin’ in the defile I don’t see 
how we're to get out, not even if we found 
Sally.” 

Tony sat down beside him, for what Pash had 
said was true enough. With:a guard now on watch 
in the defile there seemed very little chance of 


their getting out that way. ‘“‘ What d’you suppose 
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is at the other end of the canyon?” he asked. 
‘“Do these canyons usually come to a dead 
end ?”’ 

‘* Shucks, I dunno,’’? mumbled Pash. ‘‘ There’s 
all sorts of canyons—I ain’t never seen two alike. 
Grundle and his crowd are at the other end, anyway, 
even if there is a way out. There they are now, 
roundin’ up the cattle and headin’ ’em down past 
the ranch, so it seems like there must be another 
way out—not that I reckon it’s much use our tryin’ 
to get out that way, with Grundle and his gang 
millin’ round. He ain’t such a fool as to block up 
one end without blockin’ up the other.” 

“We can’t do much in broad daylight, that’s 
certain,” decided Tony. “If they once spot us 
they’ ll attack us from all sides at once, and one of us 
at least would be bound to get plugged. That 
would put the tin hat on things properly. Ishouldn’t 
feel so bad if it wasn’t for Sally. It’s funny we 
didn’t see them bring her in. What could they 
have done with her? I should have thought that 
if they’d caught her they’d have put her in with 
us.” 

Pash looked up. ‘“‘ Say, you’re right at that. 
There is something queer about this layout. I 
wonder ...?” 


What Pash was wondering Tony never knew, 
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for while they had been talking he was watching the 
defile, which he could see in the distance, thinking 
he might be able to locate the positions of the two 
Mexicans whom Grundle had sent there ; and as he 
watched he saw a small procession emerge, a pro- 
cession of three persons, two riding and one walking. 
They came out of the fissure and proceeded down 
the canyon. 

‘“‘Good heavens!” he gasped. ‘“ Here comes 
Sally now! ‘Two cowboys have got her.” 

Pash started to his feet as if he had been stung. 
For a full mimute he stared without speaking. 
“'They’re D-bar-IO punchers,” he said slowly. 
‘“‘'The coyotes have got a lariat round her to make 
sure she don’t run for it. Looks like after she lost 
her cayuse she tried to get back to the ranch on 
foot, and ran into these fellers. I guess this is where 
we take a hand, pardner. Have your gun handy and 
do as I do—but don’t let ’em see you. I’m just 
burnin’ to plug somebody.” ! 

With the rifle in his right hand Pash began to 
squirm through the mesquite towards the faint trail 
that ran down the centre of the canyon—the trail 
along which Sally and her captors were coming. 
Tony followed him, and they came to rest in a 
clump of sage less than a dozen paces from where the 


party must pass. 
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With a gun in each hand Tony waited, slightly 
breathless, his heart pounding. against his ribs. 
Pash, the rifle thrust out in front of him, was as 
steady as a rock; he sat like a graven image, his 
eyes on the trail. 

A minute later the party came into view. The 
two cowboys, clearly without a thought of danger 
in their heads now that they were in what they 
naturally supposed to be their secret canyon, were 
laughing and talking. Sally walked along dejectedly, 
held fast by a lariat coiled round her waist. 

Pash waited until they were opposite and then 
darted forward. His feet made no sound on the 
grass, and he could have touched the cowboys before 
they saw him. ‘‘ Get ’em up and keep ’em up,”’ he 
snarled viciously. 

Tony had followed on his heels, and now took 
up a position in front of the two horses, his guns 
covering the riders who had raised their hands into 
the air. 

“If either o’ you coyotes twitch a muscle I'll 
blow you in halves,” grated Pash, and he sounded 
as though he meant it. “ Tony, get their guns,” he 
rasped. “ Give ’em a bellyful if they drops their 
hands an inch.”’ 

Tony put one of his guns in his pocket, and with 
his free hand took the cowboys’ revolvers from their 
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holsters and tossed them on the turf. This done he 
looked at Pash for further instructions. ~ 

* Unhitch the lariat,’”’ ordered Pash. 

Tony snatched the lariat from the saddle to 
which it was fastened, and then loosened the noose 
from Sally’s waist. 

Pash addressed the cowboys. “ Get off and 
start walkin’.”’ 

The riders’ faces were a picture, but they dis- 
mounted, and with their hands still in the air began 
walking down the trail. One glanced back over his 
shoulder. 

“Keep a-goin’—keep a-goin’,” growled Pash. 
“By Japers!, If you knew how my finger was 
itchin’, you’d run.” 

The cowboys walked on towards the ranch with- 
out a backward glance. 

Pash lowered his weapon, but he didn’t take his 
eyes off the cowboys until they had gone some 
distance. He was turning away when a rifle cracked 
at the head of the canyon. A bullet whistled past 
Tony’s head and struck one of the horses a glancing 
blow ; it reared high and tore loose, startling its 
companion, and the pair of them went tearing down 
the canyon. 

Tony uttered a cry of dismay, but Pash shouted to 


him to take cover. They all ran to the nearest rock. 
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“Start crawling through the mesquite towards 
the cliff,” ordered Pash. ‘“ Them doggone greasers 
musta seen us.”’ He made a dash for the cliff at the 
foot of which they had been sitting when Sally and 
her captors came into sight. 

“But what about the horses?” said Tony 
anxiously. 

““'We couldn’t have done anything with ’em,” 
declared Pash. ‘“‘ They’d.only ’ave bin in the way. 
We couldn’t have got out of the canyon. But we 
can’t stand here gassin’—we gotta find a place to 
hide, pronto, before them rustlers come back. You 
all right, Sally ? We ain’t got time to talk about 
what happened till we get fixed up.” 

“Yes, I’m all right,” answered Sally quickly. 
‘* T’m sorry ” 

“ Save it, kid, we'll talk presently. This way.” 
Pash broke into a run, moving towards the head of 
the canyon, but halting frequently to scan the face 
of the cliff, which was water-worn and punctured 
with numerous holes which from below looked like 
small caves. 

“Gimme that lariat,’’ he said to Tony, who was 
still carrying the rawhide rope that he had snatched 
from the cowboy. 

The lariat curled through the air, and the loop 
settled over a projecting crag. Pash went up it like a 
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monkey, and from the top crawled along a pre- 
carious ledge to one of the holes. “ It ain’t much 
of a place,” he announced, “ but it’ll have to do. 
Grundle’s comin’ up the canyon.”’ He unlooped 
the lasso, and throwing down one end hauled Sally 
and Tony up in turn. They followed him into a 
hole—it was hardly large enough to be called a cave 
—that ran back a few yards. Having reached their 
objective they squatted down on the floor so that 
they could not be seen from outside, although by 
peeping over the edge they could see everything that 
went on in the canyon. _ | 

“Grundle knows we’re altogether now, so I 
reckon he’ll have the whole gang out lookin’ for us,”’ 
remarked Pash. “ There’s dozens of these holes on 
both sides, so it ought to take him a fair time to 
locate us. If they don’t find us before dark we’ve 
got a chance. Knowin’ as how we’re well fixed for 
guns they'll be a bit partic’lar how they go about 
lookin’ for us, too.’”’ He turned to Sally. ‘ How 
did you get caught, Sally ? ”’ 

‘“‘T sure was out of luck,” she answered. “‘ My 
cayuse must have been struck by a rattler while I 
was at the hut talking to you. I didn’t know about 
it, of course, and after I started back I couldn’t work 
out why he kept stumbling. I got about half-way 


to the top of the canyon, following the foot of this 
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cliff, when the pinto went down for good. I knew 
by the way he died what had done it. I’ve seen it 
happen before. I went on by myself.” 

‘*So that was it,’’ nodded Pash. ‘“‘ We found 
your cayuse, but I didn’t know what had killed it. 
I didn’t think of rattlers.”’ 

“‘T had just got clear of the mountains when I 
ran into. two cowboys coming the other way,” 
continued Sally. “ They roped me and brought me 
back. ‘That’s all.”’ 

“Uh-huh. Waal, right now I guess things ain’t 
lookin’ so good,” resumed Pash. ‘“‘ Grundle knows 
we're here ; so does Gates of the D-bar-IO, though 
come to think of it I ain’t seen him to-day. I 
wonder what’s happened to him? Grundle’s had 
the sense to put a couple of greasers on guard at the 
top of the canyon, so we're like three steers in a 
corral with the gate shut.” 

“I saw the two Mexicans as I came in,” ob- 
served Sally. 

‘‘Mebbe we’ll find a way to get past ’em after 
sundown, if Grundle’s men don’t locate us first. 
Which reminds me—they don’t seem to be troublin’ 
much about us. I don’t get the hang of this at all— 
what are they doin’ with them cattle ? ” 

Pash’s remarks echoed the thoughts that were 


passing through Tony’s mind. What he had said 
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was true; the rustlers, instead of concentrating on 
finding them, had devoted themselves ‘to rounding 
up the cattle, and had driven them to the bottom 
end of the canyon, where they had disappeared 
round the bend. What lay beyond this bend the 
watchers had no means of knowing. 

It was now after midday, and the glare on the 
far side of the canyon was terrific; the cliff fairly 
quivered with heat, but fortunately their own side 
was in shade, so they did not suffer overmuch from 
thirst. For some time they sat silent, watching 
Grundle ride from place to place, and waiting for 
the rustlers’ next move. There was nothing they 
could do themselves. Their only concern was to 
get out of the canyon, but to attempt it in broad 
daylight would obviously be suicidal. 

“‘ Grundle’s coming this way again,” said Tony 
after a time, as the rustler, followed by seven other 
riders, came galloping towards the top end of the 
canyon. 

“‘Greasers and Indians,’’ observed Pash. “‘“Grundle 
sure has picked up some scum. Gates ain’t amongst 
’em. I guess he musta gone back to the D-bar-IO. 
What does Grundle reckon he’s goin’ to do?” 

This question remained unanswered for some 
time. The rustlers went to the ranch-house and 


started carrying things outside. Then one of them 
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were loaded. 

“It looks to me like they’re pullin’ out alto- 
gether,’ remarked Pash, his sunburnt face wrinkling 
into a puzzled frown. ‘I don’t get it at all. They 
can’t just be goin’ to leave us here, knowin’ we'll 
tell the sheriff what we’ve seen.”’ 

The: buckboard set off and soon disappeared 
round the bend beyond which the cattle had been 
driven. Then, for some minutes, there appeared to 
be a consultation outside the ranch-house. Follow- 
ing this mysterious behaviour, the rustlers all came 
galloping up the middle of the canyon, now purple 
in the soft glow of the, setting sun. 

“I reckon they'll show their hand now,”’ said 
Pash. And in this he was correct, although it was 
still:some minutes before the rustlers’ plan became 
apparent. 

They galloped up to the fissure, passing within a 
hundred yards of where the fugitives crouched, and 
there held a conversation with the two Mexican 
guards. ‘This done, they turned back into the 
canyon, the party splitting, three men going to one 
wall of the canyon and the remainder riding down 
the opposite side, which was the side on which the 
fugitives had taken refuge. 


“* They’ve left the two greasers on guard,” said 
I4r 
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Pash in a disappointed voice. ‘‘I thought mebbe 
they were all goin’ to pull out. I still don’t...” 
His voice trailed away to silence as for the first time 
the rustlers’ intention became plain. 

They had strung out and were now riding along 
the dry mesquite, striking matches and dropping 
them. The dust-dry mesquite took fire imstantly. 
Flames curled upwards and little tongues of fire ran 
through the undergrowth. Smoke spiralled and 
eddied against the walls of the canyon, and in a 
short time the defile was hidden behind a thick 
curtain of smoke. 

None of the trapped trio spoke. The rustlers’ 
scheme was only too plain to see. They had removed 
their belongings, driven the cattle away, and were 
now burning the place out. In a short time the 
canyon would be a cauldron of fire from end to end. 
Still throwing lighted matches into the mesquite 
they passed on down the canyon. 

“TI reckon I could get Grundle,”’ snarled Pash, 
picking up his rifle. 

‘Don’t do it,’”’ put in Tony quickly. 

“Why not?” 

“Because the moment you fire they’ll know 
where we are, and from a distance, with their rifles, 
they could keep us in here until we were suffocated. 


As it is, they don’t know where we are. Let them 
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go on. Presently the smoke will hide us and then 
we ll be able to move.”’ 

““Move! Why, we haven’t a chance,” snapped 
Pash desperately. 

‘* I think we have.” | 

Which way are you thinkin’ of goin’ ? ” 

‘Up the cliff.” 

“‘ You’re loco.” 

“We'll see,” said Tony shortly. ‘“‘ We’ve got 
the lariat, don’t forget, and we haven’t examined the 
cliff thoroughly. Let’s face facts. If we go down we 
shall certainly be burnt to death. Even if we got to 
the top of the canyon we should only be shot by the 
Mexicans when we tried to get through. If we stay 
where we are we shall suffocate, so we’ve got to get 
up the cliff, and we’ve no time to lose, either.”’ 

This was evident, for the floor of the canyon, 
except the narrow strip of green grass that ran down 
the centre, was a series of fires that were spreading 
rapidly, making an alarming spectacle in the twilight 
that had now fallen. Over each fire hung a cloud of 
smoke, and it was clear that in a few minutes the 
canyon would resemble the crater of a volcano. Wild 
creatures, sensing their danger, were already on the 
move. A coyote streaked down the grass strip ; 
bevies of quail rose into the air, and an alarming 


number of snakes could be seen gliding with in- 
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credible speed between the fires. Already the brook 
was thick with them. 

Tony ran out on to the lip of their shallow refuge 
and looked up, and as he did so his heart sank at the 
frightful prospect, for the cliff rose practically sheer 
for what he judged to be not less than three hundred 
feet. In several places there were cracks and 
crannies, and occasional small, out-jutting crags, such 
as are to be found on the faces of most cliffs, however 
smooth they may appear from a casual glance. 

“We can’t make it,’’ declared Pash emphatically, 
from Tony’s side. 

“We can try,” returned Tony. “It looks pretty 
bad from here, and I don’t think it’s any use trying 
to pick a particular route. We shall just have to-go 
from place to place as seems easiest. I’ve done a little 
rock climbing in Switzerland, and I know that things 
aren’t really as bad as they look. I'll go first and 
choose the way. We'll rope ourselves together with 
Sally in the middle. The first rule is, only one person 
moves at a time, and only then when the others have 
got a good hold with hands and feet.”’ 

While he had been speaking Tony had adjusted 
the rope, tying one end round his waist and the other 
round Pash’s, with Sally in the middle. ‘ Keep 
your heads and don’t look down,” he adjured. ‘‘ I’m 


going to make for that next ledge. Don’t move, Sally, 
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till I give the word ; then, when you start climbing, 
remember I shall be holding you from above, to save 
you if you fall.’”’ Then, coughing a little from the 
smoke that was now reaching them, he flattened him- 
self against the rock, and using both fingers and toes 
began to make his way up the face of the cliff. 
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T is a fact well known to experienced rock climbers 
that many places which look absolutely unscal- 
able, can, in fact, be climbed ; and if it were not 
for the natural fear of falling, such climbs would 
present no great difficulty. In other words, it is 
usually the terrifying drop below that makes the task 
appear more difficult than it really is. Of this Tony 
was well aware, and keeping his eyes ever upwards he 
made his way steadily towards his immediate objec- 
tive. Sometimes a ledge was no more than an inch 
wide, but it was sufficient to support his weight, and 
sometimes he had to drag himself up by a mere 
finger-hold. In a surprisingly short time, however, 
he reached the ledge, and, turning round, with his 
heels firmly planted on it, told Sally to join him. 
With the taut rope round her waist to steady her, 
and sometimes to support her, as well as give her 
confidence, she was soon standing beside him on the 
ledge, when the two of them were able to bring Pash 
up fairly quickly. 
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As soon as they were all on the ledge Tony 
scanned the face of the cliff for the next objective, 
and chose a projecting needle-like crag, that stood 
out a little way from the sheer wall. The smoke 
was now swirling around them, and while he said. 
nothing to the others, a fear assailed him that they 
might be smothered, or dazed, while they were in 
their present precarious position. Visibility was 
now restricted to a few yards, making it difficult to 
chose the best route. However, after telling the 
others to brace themselves in case he slipped, he 
went on, and, after a stiffer climb than before, 
reached the needle, behind which he was able to 
wedge himself, and so steady Sally as she came 
up. 

“‘ Good girl—you’re a brick,”’ he said approvingly, 
as she wedged herself in beside him. 

' A moment later he learnt a rather alarming lesson 
when, as he shifted his grip on the pinnacle, a piece of 
rock broke off and went hurtling down. He himself 
was unaffected, for in accordance with the rules of 
climbing he had secured a good foothold before 
shifting his grip, but as the rock went down he 
thought of Pash. Looking down he could just see 
him through the smoke, waiting for orders to come 
up. Luckily Pash saw the rock coming, and was 


able to twist a little to one side, otherwise it would 
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certainly have fallen on him with tragic results. As 
it was, it missed him by only a few inches. 

Tony’s mouth went dry from shock. 

‘We shall have to be more careful; this stuff 
is treacherous,” he told Sally grimly. “In future I 
shall go up obliquely, so that any rocks that I dis- 
lodge won’t fall on you.”” He readjusted his grip and 
called to Pash to come up. Presently Pash arrived, 
panting. 

By this time all their eyes were smarting and 
streaming with tears from the acrid smoke, and it 
was with considerable anxiety that Tony surveyed 
the cliff for the next climb. He was relieved to see 
a fairly substantial ledge, but the way to it was 
dangerous in the extreme. However, there was no 
alternative route, so after warning Pash to be ready 
to throw a hitch round the crag on which he stood 
in case of a slip, he made the perilous passage. He 
was now a good forty feet up, and he was pleased 
to see that the ledge continued an upward trend 
for some distance. He could not see the end of it 
on account of the smoke, but it seemed to be the 
best path he had struck so far, and he called to Sally 
to proceed. 

With Tony steadying her from above, and Pash 
braced below, she made the passage without mishap. 


Pash followed, and as soon as he was up, like flies 
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on a wall—still moving only one at a time—they set 
off along the ledge. 

It continued so far that Tony even began to hope 
that it might go right to the top. In this, however, 
he was doomed to disappointment, for the ledge 
eventually dwindled to a mere cornice and then 
petered out altogether. They were, he judged, now 
more than a hundred feet. up, and he was grateful 
to the smoke for concealing the void below. It was 
nearly dark. Above, the sky could just be seen 
through the misty smoke; from below more and 
more smoke came billowing upwards, shot with red 
and orange of the flames it concealed. ‘The heat, too, 
was now intense. 

‘What are you waitin’ for?’ asked Pash from 
behind. “I’m gettin’ my pants singed.” 

“The ledge has come to an end—I’m looking for 
the best way to go on!” shouted Tony, for Sally was 
still between them. 

What he had said was not strictly true. He was 
certainly looking for a way to go on, but he could see 
no way at all, so to say that he was looking for the 
best way was a slight evasion of fact. All he could see 
was another pinnacle-like spire of detached rock, 
about ten feet away and slightly below. It was, he 
thought, just within jumping distance, but the 
landing would be precarious owing to the rough 
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nature of the rock. He explained the position to 
Pash. ; 

“*Mebbe we'd best go back and find another 
way?” 

“We can’t,” returned Tony. ‘‘ That last climb 
we made was oblique. We couldn’t get back across 
the same place..’ 

‘* If we don’t do somethin’ pretty quick we shall 
be fried,”’ put in Sally. 

This was so painfully true that Tony made up his 
mind there and then to risk the jump. 

“* Untie the rope, everybody,” he ordered. “ I’m 
going to jump. When I’m across we'll stretch the 
line across the gap and Sally can slide down it. 
You'll have to jump, Pash. We'll steady you when 
you land.” 

““\Hadn’t you better keep the rope on you?” 
suggested Pash. 

“No. If I fell, the jerk would pull you both off 
the ledge. It’s better my way.” 

Tony crouched for the spring. Knowing only 
too well the folly of contemplating a project which 
could only appear to become worse instead of better, 
he launched himself into space. His feet struck the 
rock, For a moment he tottered, thinking that he 
must fall. Then, by twisting his body, he recovered 


his balance and fell forward on his knees. 
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“* The rope, Pash—the rope! ”’ he called urgently, 
for the heat was now terrible, and sparks were begin- 
ning to fly up. 

** I shall have to leave the rifle ! ’’ shouted Pash. 

‘* All right, leave it, but get the rope across.” 

The end of the lariat struck him in the chest. He 
seized it and hitched it round a,projecting crag. 
*“Hang on to your end!” he shouted to Pash. 
‘“‘ Come on, Sally, slide down—hands and feet.” 

A moment later Sally’s feet hit him in the chest 
and nearly knocked him off his perch. Rubbing his 
knuckles he picked himself up and shouted to Pash 
to release his end of the lariat. He coiled it and then 
told Pash to jump. . 7 

Pash came through the air like a thunderbolt and 
landed in a heap, grunting as his knees came in 
violent contact with the rock. Tony grabbed him 
by the shirt. 

“* Have you hurt yourself ? ’”’ he asked quickly. 

** Nothin’ to speak of.”’ 

‘““Good. Rope up again. I’m going on.” 

Above the rock on which they now stood a series 
of narrow ledges wound up the face of the cliff. 
Along these they made their way, and after ten 
minutes of hard climbing got’an unexpected respite 
when they came to a place where a considerable 


portion of the cliff had fallen out, leaving a deep 
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indentation in which there was practically no smoke, 
probably because of the speed with which the up- 
ward current of heat was driving the clouds upwards. 

‘ How far have we come ?” asked Pash. 

“* We must be a good half way up,” replied Tony. 

‘I reckon we could almost stay here if it don’t 
get no hotter. It seers pretty safe. That mesquite 
down below is pretty flimsy and oughta soon burn 
itself out.”’ 

‘The danger is if we stayed here until daylight 
we should be a mark for anybody in the canyon— 
that is, if the fire went out and there was no smoke. 
Pll tell you what,” went on Tony, “‘ let’s go on and 
see how far we can get. If the path becomes too bad 
we'll return here and wait until morning.”’ 

This was so obviously the wisest course that the 
others agreed, and they went on, finding the going 
comparatively easy until they came to the end of the 
cayity left by the landslide, and there Tony halted 
to survey the situation. He could not see the ground 
below, of course, but it seemed that the smoke was 
not so bad as it had been; nor was the heat so 
intense; from which he concluded that the fire 
was on the wane. Above, he could see the jagged 
rim of the canyon silhouetted against the smoky sky 
within a measurable distance. “‘ We’re within fifty 


feet of the top,” he told Pash. 
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“Yeah? Say, that’s fine.” 

‘“'There’s a lot of broken stuff ahead of us,” 
resumed Tony, “‘ but the cliff seems to slope back a 
bit. I think we could make it.” 

** As you say, pardner,’’ answered Pash. “‘ You’ve 
done purty well so far. You do as you think best— 
we'll follow where you lead.”’ 

“Then we'll go on, taking it slowly,” decided 
Tony, and the party once more began to move for- 
wards and upwards. 

To their joy the climb became definitely easier, 
largely owing to the increasing backward slope of the 
cliff as they neared the top, but Tony had a nasty 
shock when he nearly stepped on an enormous bird 
that rose into the air just in front of him, like a 
colossal bat. 

*‘ Buzzard,” said Pash tersely. 

“Gosh! It looked to me like a flying elephant,” 
gulped Tony. ‘‘ Keep going! We’re nearly there.” 

Five minutes later he crawled painfully over the 
rim of the canyon and lay where he fell, pulling the 
lariat taut as the others followed him up. One by 
one they appeared over the rough edge of the rock 
and sank down without speaking, breathless from 
exertion and weak from reaction. 

Tony was the first to recover, conscious for the 


first time of many bruises and torn knuckles. His 
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face was sticky with perspiration and blood which 
oozed from a cut in his forehead. How and when 
he had done it he had no idea. Stiffly he sat up and 
looked around him, speechless at the awe-inspiring 
beauty of the scene. The moon was just rising 
over a distant ridge, flooding with its cold blue light 
a world of utter loneliness, a world of gigantic peaks 
and saw-like ridges rising from a mysterious blue- 
black void. Above the secret canyon towered a 
filmy mist of smoke. Silence hung over everything. 
Nothing moved. 

When he spoke, Pash’s voice sounded strangely 
loud in the thin air. “ You sure have brought us to 
some place, pardner,” he said wonderingly. “‘ What’s 
the next move ? ”’ 

“We'll stay here and rest, I think. We'll see 
better where we are in the morning—what do you 
say, Sally ?” 

‘* What you say goes for me, Tony,” replied Sally 
without hesitation. ‘‘ I sure am tired.” 

“Then let’s rest,”’ decided Tony. 

They said no more, but making themselves as 
comfortable as circumstances permitted, lay down to 
await the coming of dawn. 

Yet, physically exhausted as he was, Tony could 
not sleep. His brain seemed to be racing. Every 


time he closed his eyes he could see again in front 
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of him that awful cliff up which they had climbed ; 
every time he dozed he felt himself slipping as the 
rock crumbled under his feet, or broke off in his 
clutching hands, and he jerked into wakefulness 
again. Cold perspiration kept forming on his fore- 
head as his strained nerves vibrated. Try as he 
would he could not relax. 

After a time he raised himself on his elbow and 
stared at the lonely scene around him, noting that 
Pash and Sally were already breathing quietly in a 
comfortable sleep. As his eyes rested moodily on 
the distant skyline he saw the far-away flicker of 
lightning, and supposed that another storm was on 
its way. A little while later there came to his ears 
a strange sound, a great distance off, an erratic 
popping noise ; but it was so far away that he gave 
no particular heed to it, beyond wondering if the 
pops were gunshots. He could think of nothing else. 
He sank back and gazed up at the glittering stars, 
and in that position sank into an uneasy sleep. 
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S° slowly as to be hardly noticeable, the moon lost 
its brilliance; one by one the stars began to 
fade. The pale, flickering fingers of another day 
swept upwards from the eastern horizon and shed a 
wan, mysterious light over peak and canyon. The 
distant yelping df a coyote died away. ‘The silence 
became a tense, expectant hush, as if all living things 
were waiting, holding their breath. A brilliant shaft 
of light, tinged with crimson, began to stain the sky 
with pink. Others followed, turquoise, green, and 
gold. Then the rim of the sun, glowing like a ball 
of molten brass, showed above the edge of the world, 
and a faint breeze fanned the brows of the sleepers. 
Tony awoke, and lay for a moment marvelling at 
the glory of the desert sunrise, which in some strange 
way seemed to make all earthly things of little im- 
portance. As the sky turned slowly blue he rose 
stifly to his feet and shook Pash lightly by the 
shoulder. ‘‘ The sun’s up,” he announced. ‘ We 


ought to be moving.” os6 
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Sally opened her eyes at the sound of his voice 
and stretched herself to wakefulness. ‘‘ Land sakes ! 
I’m that hungry I could eat a horse,” she announced. 

“I'd rather ride one,” replied Pash, rubbing his 
legs.. “‘ I don’t get on with this walkin’ on my own 
feet, not nohow. ‘I reckon we’d better see where we 
are and start gettin’ down to a proper level. I ain’t 
no buzzard to sit around on these rocks. I guess it'll 
be hotter than a brandin’ iron presently. We'd 
better not show ourselves too much neither, till we 
see if them goldurn rustlers are still around. How 
did you sleep, Tony? ” 

“Not very well. And that reminds me; as 
I lay awake I thought I heard gunshots in the far 
distance.” 

“Yeah ? Which way ?”’ 

Tony pointed across the desert. “‘ They seemed 
to come from over there.” 

Pash frowned. ‘“’'That’s the direction of the 
range. Waal, it ain’t no use guessin’ what it was. 
Let’s take a look at the canyon.’’. 

They crawled towards the rim, which was only 
a few yards away, and gazed down at a spectacle 
which ‘was very much as they expected to see it. 
The fire had burnt itself out, leaving behind a 
charred, blackened wilderness, except in the centre, 


where the strip of green grass remained much as 
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before. In two or three places near the foot of the 
cliffs on both sides, where the mesquite had been 
thickest, thin grey smoke still curled upwards. 

“It looks as though the canyon’s about finished 
as a cattle range,” murmured Tony regretfully. 

“Don’t you believe it, pardner,’’ returned Pash 
quickly. “For the present, mebbe, but in a few 
weeks it’ll be better than ever—at least, 1t will be 
after the rains come. Where that mesquite was, 
fresh green grass’ll spring up—the rustlers figgered 
on that, I shouldn’t wonder.” He glanced up at the 
sky. “The rain’s on the way, too,” he added. “ Look 
at them clouds rollin’ down from the north.” 

“Well, there doesn’t seem to be much worth 
going down for—not that I feel inclined to go down 
the cliff, anyway,’ observed Tony. . 

“I reckon you're right, except mebbe we could 
do with a drink o’ water—though if it rains we shall 
have all the water we want,” remarked Pash. ‘“ Let’s 
find another way down. All we can do now is get 
down and find a place to rest till the sun goes down. 
We’ve got to walk home, and we’d be plumb loco 
to try walkin’ across that desert in the heat o’ the 
day. It ain’t no use tryin’ to foller Grundle and the 
cattle without hosses.”’ 

‘**'What about the two Mexicans who were on 
guard at the head of the canyon >? reminded Tony. 
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“Don’t you think we’d better go along and see if 
they’re still there? If we follow this ridge that 
we're on it ought to take us right up to the defile.” 

** Sure, we may as well.” 

They were not exactly on a ridge in the true 
sense of the word; rather was it a long, rough 
escarpment, a rock wall about fifty yards wide, 
although in some places it narrowed considerably. 
One side dropped sheer into the canyon ; the other 
fell either sheer or at a steep slope into a sandy 
depression some five hundred feet below. 

They set off along the escarpment in the direction 
which would bring them to the head of the canyon, 
not much more than a quarter of a mile away. 
Everything was still very quiet, for which reason 
Pash insisted on conversation being in a low tone, 
in case the two men were still on duty. 

Reaching the end of the escarpment and looking 
down they saw at once that they were; they were 
sitting on the sandy floor of the fissure, about two 
hundred feet below, having their breakfast round a 
small fire. Their horses were tethered to the stump 
of a dead cactus near the choyas, where there was a 
little dry grass on which the ponies could browse. 

' “Say, if we could find a way down without 
makin’ a noise we might be able to grab their 


pintos,” whispered Pash excitedly. 
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““What are they waiting for, I wonder?” 
breathed Tony. ; 

“Yeah, I wonder.” Pash backed away from the 
rim from which they had been looking down on. the 
two Mexicans. “I can’t figger it out nohow,” he 
muttered with a puzzled frown. “They must 
reckon we’re fried and smoke-dried now. Mebbe: 
they’re waitin’ for Grundle to come back.” 

“You’re right, Pash. Here’s Grundle coming 
now,’ said Sally quickly. 

The boys spun round and saw Grundle, followed 
by five riders, galloping up the canyon, follow- 
ing the green strip, and obviously making for the 
defile. 

“I reckon there ain’t no chance of gettin’ the 
hosses now;”’ said Pash disgustedly. 

*“ Let’s watch. We might be able to hear what 
they say,” put in Tony quickly, and they crawled 
back to the edge of the cliff so that they could look 
down into the defile. 

Grundle’s voice reached them clearly as he 
addressed the two Mexicans who had been on 
guard. 

“* Seen anything of ’°em?” he asked. The boys, 
not unnaturally, thought he was referring to them- 
selves. 


“No, not yet,” answered one of the Mexicans. 
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‘Then we’d best wait,” said Grundle shortly, 
and, throwing his reins to one of the men, began 
climbing a rock that looked down the wide cactus 
canyon which the boys had been following when. 
they found the entrance to the secret canyon. 

Pash turned a puzzled face to Tony. “I don’t 
get this, not nohow. I thought he was talkin’ about 
us, but he wouldn’t look that way if he was, that’s 
certain. Who's he expectin’ ? ”’ | ! 

“* Gates, perhaps.” . 

‘‘ Ah, that’s about it. Gates—he’ll come across 
the desert from the D-bar-IO, if that’s where he’s 
gone.” Pash backed a little way, and shading his 
eyes looked across the desert towards the distant 
range. For a moment he stared unbelievingly, then 
he grabbed Tony by the arm. “ Sufferin’ snakes ! 
What’s all this a-comin’ ?”’ he gasped. 

Tony looked, and he too could hardly believe 
his eyes. Coming at a run across the sand, and at 
no great distance away, was the biggest herd of 
cattle he had ever seen in his life. He thought there 
could not be fewer than three thousand. They were 
kept on the run and in a compact mass by five 
cowboys, but another was well out ahead, galloping 
towards the canyon. 

“* What do you make of it ?”’ asked Tony. 


Pash moistened his lips. “ That’s Gates out 
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ahead, and it looks like he’s comin’ here. But the 
cattle . . . why, the D-bar-IO don’t run more than 
a thousand head.” | 

“How many do we run?” 

‘Bout two thousand, right now.” 

“Then it looks as if Gates has collected the lot, 
from both ranges.” 

Pash shook his head like a man who finds it 
difficult to believe what he sees. “It ain’t pos- 
sible,” he said hoarsely. “It ain’t . . . by Japers, 
you're right, Tony. Them’s our cattle. Them red- 
and-white shorthorns is ours. Gates ain’t got none 
of that stock.” 

“Great Scott! This is getting worse and 
worse,” observed Tony, in what sounded like a 
ridiculously matter-of-fact voice. 

Pash looked up. “I allows I didn’t think they’d 
have the nerve to clean out a whole range,” he said 
in a dazed voice. “But that’s what Gates has done. 
Say—them shots you heard. This explains it. 
That was our boys tryin’ to stop the rustlers.” 

** Well, it looks as if all we can do is lie here and 
see which way they ——”’ 

Tony broke off as a cry of amazement rang 
through the air, and looking down over the rim he 
saw Grundle pointing with outstretched finger 


towards the oncoming herd. Oaths poured from 
162 


DEATH STRIKES IN CACTUS CANYON 


his lips. Then he began leaping down from the 
rocks towards his men. 

‘* Looks like it’s give him as big a shock as it 
has us, judgin’ by the way he’s takin’ on,”’ said Pash 
quietly. ‘“‘ Mebbe we'll know more about it when 
Gates gets here.”’ | 

They hadn’t long to wait. Thrashing his horse, 
the boss of the D-bar-IO came galloping up the 
cactus canyon. He brought his mount to a sliding 
stop when he reached the entrance to the defile 
where Grundle was waiting for him. 

“What the blazes d’you think you’re doin’ ? ” 
snarled Grundle. 

‘‘'What does it: look like?” returned Gates, 
grinning, and not in the least abashed. 

“Why, you loco fool ” 

“Aw! Quit squawkin’. It’s safe enough. In 
a few hours we’ll be over the border.” 

“Why, you...” Grundle nearly choked. 
“You'll bring half the United States army after 
you, you...’ He became articulate with 
fury. | 

Gates’s manner changed. ‘“‘ What’s bitin’ you, 
Grundle?” he snapped. ‘ You’ve had it all your 
own way so far. This is where I step in—I ain’t 
messin’ about with chicken feed no longer. When I 


horn into business I do it in a big way. The 
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O-bar-O are gettin’ wise to our game, anyways, so | 
decided to pull out—and as I was comin’ I thought 
I might as well clean out both ranges. There ain’t 
no call fer you ter worry about me. You attend to 
your own cattle and I'll attend ter mine.” 

“Yours! We arranged ter split Pe 

‘IT know, but I decided ter go me own way.” 

** And what d’you aim ter do now?” 

‘“‘ Drive the cattle straight through the canyon 
and on ter the border. You'd best do the same. 
We can sell out, pronto, and make a worth-while 
clean-up.” | 

‘* How did the O-bar-O git wise to our game ? ”’ 

“*T reckon them two kids musta tipped ’em off.”’ 

Grundle announced what he would do with the 
“kids ” if he found them alive when he searched 
the canyon. 

“‘ Clear the way fer the cattle! ’’ shouted Gates, 
and turning his horse galloped back towards the 
approaching herd. 

No sooner had he disappeared from sight than 
Grundle acted swiftly. He called his men around 
him and spoke to them fiercely in a voice too low 
for the boys to catch what he said; as he spoke he 
pointed and gesticulated wildly. 

“‘Somethin’s goin’ to happen here in a minute, 
I guess,’”’ whispered Pash tersely. 
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Below, all was now feverish activity, Grundle’s 
men running to places which he indicated, taking 
their horses with them or tethering them out of 
sight. Hardly were they in place when the head of 
the herd appeared in the cactus canyon, three riders 
in front waving their hats to slow the cattle down. 
They succeeded in bringing them to a stop at the 
head of the secret canyon. 

Tony stared, fascinated by the spectacle, for the 
entire canyon seemed to.be filled with a long line 
of steaming, bellowing cattle, a line that stretched as 
far as he could see. He noticed both the D-bar-IO 
and the O-bar-O brands on them. 

Gates now came forward, all his men con- 
verging on him, wiping their sweat-streaked faces 
as they moved slowly to where Grundle was 
standing. 

‘You get your men out of the way, Grundle ? ” 
inquired Gates coldly. ‘‘I aim ter run the herd 
straight on through your canyon.” 

‘* And leave a trail plain enough fer a New York 
cop ter foller? ‘There’s nuthin’ doin’, Gates. You 
ain’t comin’ this way.”’ | 

‘““Shucks! Look at the sky, man. The storm’ll 
break any minute, and the rain’ll wash out every 
hoof-mark. You git your cattle along first and we'll 


foller.”’ 
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‘Why the heck didn’t you take yours another 
way?” 

“* Cause this is the only safe way ter the border, 
and I reckon ter be across in the mornin’.”’ 

‘Then you reckoned wrong, Gates,’”’ snarled 
Grundle, and his hand flashed to his gun. 

What followed shocked Tony. Shocked is the 
only word. He knew that cowboys sometimes— 
indeed, often—fought, and that when they fought 
they used firearms. He had read of pitched battles 
between cowboys, and between cowboys and rustlers. 
But cold-blooded, wholesale assassination was some- 
thing he did not expect to see, even in the West— 
rightly called the Wild West. He could only watch 
the drama being enacted below with horror-filled 
eyes, knowing that it was no spontaneous outburst 
of passion, but a hastily conceived plot arranged by 
Two-gun Grundle. 

Grundle had fired the first shot, and it had been 
fired at such close range that a miss was hardly 
possible. Gates had no time to get his gun before 
the treacherous shot hit him. He crumpled in his 
saddle and slid slowly to the ground. His horse 
reared and then cantered on down the main canyon, 
dragging its owner, whose foot had caught in the 
stirrup. 

As if the shot had been a signal, it was followed 
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by a ragged volley which emptied three more saddles. 
The two survivors of the D-bar-IO outfit sought 
escape in flight, but, as Pash remarked tersely, they 
had not a chance, for they were in the open and 
Grundle’s men were firing from cover. One fell 
almost at once, his horse falling at. the same’ time 
and rolling on him. The other managed to get a 
short distance down the canyon, only to find his 
way barred by the steers, which now blocked it 
from side to side. His face twisted with rage as he 
turned to face his enemies ; his gun blazed, and an 
Indian who had unwisely run out into the open 
sprawled into the sand. But the cowboy’s success 
was short-lived. Several shots rang out and he 
pitched headlong to the ground. He struggled to 
his knees, whereupon another Indian ran out and 
deliberately shot him through the back from point- 
blank range. He never moved again. Loose horses 
were everywhere. Some ran on up the canyon; 
others disappeared into an arroyo. 

The scene became a blur before Tony’s eyes. 
For a ghastly moment he thought he was going to 
faint. From beginning to end the whole massacre 
had not taken more than a minute of time. 

“Brace up, pardner,’’ grunted Pash hoarsely, 
shaking Tony’s arm. “ ‘Them double-crossin’ killers 
will pay for this.”’ 
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‘Tony drew a deep breath and clenched his 
trembling hands. ‘“‘ What’s Grundle going to do 
now ?” he muttered savagely. 

They were not left long in doubt. The cattle 
were moved forward, and regardless of the cowboys 
who still lay where they had fallen, the head of the 
herd was turned out of the cactus canyon into the 
defile. Presently the steers began surging into the 
secret canyon. | 

“I reckon Grundle will drive this lot straight 
down to those he’s got already, and make for the 
border with the lot,’’ said Pash quietly. : 

There was never any doubt about this. In half 
an hour the entire herd was on the run in the secret 
canyon, keeping to the narrow strip of green grass 
in the middle. 

One of the Mexicans shouted to Grundle, “ What 
about their hosses, boss ?”’ evidently referring to the 
horses that had been ridden by the D-bar-IO cowboys. 

“‘ Never mind about them ; we ain’t got no time 
ter look fer ’em,’’ answered Grundle. “ You git on 
and keep the steers on the move. I’ve got a little 
job ter do yet. I'll catch up with you later.” 

Presently the head rustler was left alone in the 
defile. The boys watched him curiously, without 
the least idea of. what he was going to do. He took 
something from his saddle pack, and, after searching 
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for some minutes for a certain spot, he arranged the 
object to his satisfaction. ; | 

Pash drew a gun. “I can get that skunk from 
here,” he announced grimly. 

Tony thought swiftly. ‘ I shouldn’t.” 

Why not ? ” 

“‘ Because, in the first place, you might miss, in 
which case he’d know we were still alive and had 
seen everything. Even if you got him his gang 
would be pretty sure to come back, to-see what had 
happened to him. I think it would be better to let 
him go, to make sure that we ourselves get clear. 
We know which way he is heading the cattle ; they’ve 
been driven a long way as it is, so he can’t rush them 
too hard. We shall be able to follow as soon as the 
outfit arrives.” 

“Yeah, mebbe you’re right,”’ agreed Pash reluc- 
tantly, and holstered the weapon. He peeped over 
the rim again as there came a muffled thud of 
hooves. ‘ There he goes, the dirty coyote,’ went 
on Pash, looking at Grundle, who was now galloping 
furiously after the cattle, which were just disap- 
pearing round the bend at the bottom end of the 
canyon. “He sure is in a hurry,” he added in a 
curious tone of voice, and taking a pace forward he 
looked farther into the defile. Suddenly he sprang 
back as though he had been shot. “Run!” he 
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gasped. “ Run for your lives!” He grabbed Sally 
by the hand and started running along the escarp- 
ment. | 

Tony followed, although he had not the remotest 
idea of what had caused Pash’s sudden panic. 

They had not gone far when there came a 
thundering explosion that nearly flung them down. 
The whole escarpment shook. Pieces of granite 
flew high into the air, to rain down again with a 
crash and a clatter. A cloud of smoke rose from the 
defile. 

‘What on earth was that ?’’ demanded Tony, 
saucer-eyed with astonishment. 

- Pash beat his knees with his fists, in something 
between rage and despair. ‘“‘ The cunnin’ devil,” 
he snarled. ‘“ He’s dynamited the divide. He’s 
busted the entrance so nobody can follow.” 

There was silence for a moment. 

“It might be possible to climb over it,” sug- 
gested Tony hopefully. 

‘“‘ What’s the use o’ that?” groaned Pash. “A 
man might climb over but a cayuse couldn’t, that’s 
certain, and there ain’t no sense in runnin’ on foot 
after a bunch o’ cattle thieves mounted on pintos. 
Even if the outfit was here right now they couldn’t 
do a thing—and the steers are on their way to the 


border.” 
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ILENCE settled over the wilderness. No-one 

remained in sight except the cowboys of the 
D-bar-IO, lying where they had fallen, and they 
would never move again. Grundle had disappeared 
behind the stolen cattle round the bend at the bottom 
end of the secret canyon. 

‘“‘ Waal, I guess ‘we might as well see about 
gettin’ off this lump of rock,’’ muttered Pash 
irritably, for he had taken the escape of the rustlers 
very much to heart, although he had been powerless 
to prevent it. 

This, as they soon discovered, was easier said 
than done, for-in most places the sun-baked rock 
fell sheer into the sandy floor hundreds of feet below. 
The edges of the rock, too, were treacherous ; 
tortured by sun, wind, and rain, they crumbled easily, 
and pieces often went rattling down into the void. 
However, after some time they found a scree, a steep 
incline of loose shale left in the trail of a landslide, 


and since this was the only practicable way down 
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they had to take it. Tony insisted on their roping 
themselves again with the lariat, and it was as well 
that they took this precaution, for more than once 
one of them started to slide, and it was only by their 
supporting each other that serious falls were pre- 
vented. Moving obliquely across the scree, one at 
a time, they finally reached an arroyo that twisted 
through the rocks to the cactus valley. 

On the way down the threatened storm broke, 
and rain fell in sheets, to the accompaniment of a 
frightening bombardment of thunder and lightning. 
At first they were grateful for it, for the rain re- 
freshed them, washing some of the grime off their 
faces and providing them with drinking water ; but 
after a time it grew. cold, for they were: soaked to 
the skin. 

“It won’t last, I reckon; it’s just a storm. In 
an hour or’so the sun’ll be shinin’ again’,’’ announced 
Pash as they walked on quickly towards the cactus 
canyon. They had no means of lighting a fire or 
they might have done so for Sally’s benefit, for Pash’s 
waterproof matchbox had been taken by the rustlers 
when they emptied the boys’ pockets. All they could 
do was to keep moving until—as they hoped—the 
storm had passed. What annoyed Pash most was 
the fact that the rain, as Gates had reckoned, would 


wash out the cattle trail across the desert, so that 
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the O-bar-O outfit would have no indication as to 
which way their steers had gone. 

Reaching the canyon they hurried along it to see 
how far Grundle had succeeded in his cunning pro- 
ject of blocking the entrance to the secret canyon. 
Sally went on with averted eyes as the boys stopped 
at the first cowboy they reached. He was the man 
who had given them the can of water when they 
were in the hut, the same man whom the Indian had 
shot in the back. One glance was enough. He was 
dead. So was another who lay near by; a bullet had 
struck him in the forehead. 

** Rustlin’ never did nobody any good that I ever 
heard of,’ muttered Pash philosophically, as they 
went on towards the defile, where they soon saw that 
Grundle had placed his dynamite cartridge only too 
well. The fissure no longer existed. The two sides 
had fallen together when their foundations had been 
blown away by the explosion. | 

‘* Well, that settles that,’’ observed Pash. ‘‘’There 
ought to be some hosses about somewhere; the 
best thing we can do is to find them and get back 
to the ranch. We can’t do nothin’ else that I can 
see.” 

“What about these dead men?” asked 
Tony. 

‘‘ We ain’t got nothin’ to dig with, so they'll have 
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to stay as they are till we get the outfit along to bury 
them.”’ : 

* All right ; then let’s find the horses,” said Tony 
quietly, and they began walking up the canyon, each 
conscious of a feeling of anti-climax that produced 
a depressing effect. 

They soon came upon a horse. It was standing 
quietly and made no attempt to evade them. They 
found another in a shallow arroyo, and after a little 
trouble managed to catch it. 

““One more will do us,” said Pash as they went 
on up the canyon. “There’s Gates’s cayuse, over by 
them sagueros,’’ he added a few moments later. 

“And Gates, too, by the look of it,” remarked 
Tony softly. 

It was true. The pinto had gone on, dragging its 
rider, until his foot had slipped from the stirrup ; 
then it had stopped. Now it stood over him, as 
if wondering why he did not get back into the 
saddle. 

Pash knelt by the boss of the D-bar-IO, but 
almost at once he sprang to his feet again, telling 
Tony to get.some water. ‘“ He’s alive!” he cried, 
with a sudden burst of excitement. They had taken 
it for granted that he was dead. 

Tony took the water-can from‘ the wounded 


man’s saddle, and running to a pool of cold rain 
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water that had collected in a depression among the 
rocks, filled it and brought it back. 

Pash moistened the rustler’s pallid lips, but he 
knew that the man had not long to live, for blood 
was seeping from a corner of his mouth. ‘“ He’s hit 
in the lungs,’ he said quietly. ‘“‘ We can’t do 
nothin’ for him. ‘The death sweat’s on his face 
already.” 

Almost as if he had heard the words the dying 
range boss opened his eyes. Consciousness floated 
into them, and they opened wide in astonishment. 
* So it’s you,’ he whispered. 

“Yeah, Gates, it’s us,” answered Pash grimly. 
‘Tf there’s anything’) you want to say youd 
best say it. ’Tain’t no use kiddin’ you. You're 
bad hit. We don’t hold nothin’ agin you, Gates— 
not now.” 

* It was—Grundle.”’ 

“Yeah, we know. We seen all that happened 
from the top of the divide. I reckon he’ll get what’s 
comin’ to him when our outfit shows up.” 

“What you—aimin’—ter do?” The dying man 
spoke with difficulty. 

“Ride back for the outfit. We can’t do nothin’ 
else. Grundle’s dynamited the entrance to the 
canyon.” 


“Don’t leave me—to the—coyotes.”’ 
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“Don’t you worry about that, Gates—we’ll 
see you get a decent funeral.” Pash spoke quite 
simply. 

“ Where’s—Grundle ¢ ”’ 

‘“‘He’s got clear away, takin’ all the cattle with 
him.” 

‘You'll foller him ? ” 

‘““'We can’t. I told you, he’s blasted the mouth 
of the canyon. A gopher couldn’t get through.” 

A strange look came into the dying man’s eyes. 
‘You kids seem to ’a’ got plenty—of grit—in yer. 
Pll tell yer—how yer—can git him.” 

Pash started. ‘“‘ How come?” ’ 

Gates struggled into a sitting position, coughing 
horribly. For a moment he writhed like a tortured 
prisoner, and it looked as if the end had come, but 
with a superhuman effort he recovered himself. It 
almost seemed as if his will to live kept off the 
shadow of death that was standing so close to his 
side. | | 

‘** Grundle is headin’ fer the Mexican border,” 
he said with surprising clearness. ‘‘ By ridin’ hard 
he reckons—to git there—just after dawn termorrer. 
But there’s another way. You can—git there first. 
The way he’s gone—goes round—the outside 0’ 
the mountains. There’s a way goes—straight 
through. His way ends in a bottle neck up agin the 

17 


A DYING RUSTLER SPEAKS 


Rio Sonoita—our side o’ the border. Foller this 
canyon till yer come to a dried-up water-course 
—then head—due south. It’s about—four mile— 
ahead. Keep ter the water-course. Don’t let— 
nuthin’—stop yer. You'll be able ter trap ’im—trap 
’im—in the—in the—bottle neck.” The dying man 
collapsed. 

“‘ Gates, don’t die yet!” cried Pash hoarsely. 
‘* How. far is it to the bottle neck ? ” 

Gates made another effort. “Purty nigh— 
twenty mile. Head ’im off—and hand ’im—a slug 
fer me.’”’ Gates’s eyes were glazing and the dew of 
death glistened on his brow. It was obviously a 
terrible effort for him to speak, but by sheer will- 
power he forced the words through his grey lips. 


‘“‘ Keep straight on—straight on—straight .. .”’ he 
muttered as his mind began to wander. “ Skeleton 
Gulch—keep away—away—from the...” The 


dying rustler’s eyes rolled, and it was clear that he 
was near the end. His lips continued to move, and 
odd words dropped from them like autumn leaves 
falling to the ground. ‘Keep clear . . . water. 
Straighton ... through . . . valleyof . . . death. 
Watch out... fer...the:..” A shudder 
shook the man’s big frame. ' For a moment he 
struggled as if attempting to rise. His eyes opened 


wide, but there was no expression in them. Then, 
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with a little sigh, he sank back. His head sagged on 
his shoulder. : 

Pash lowered the body gently to the ground. 
‘*'The Valley o’ Death, eh ?””’ he whispered. “ He’s 
sure ridin’ his last trail through that same valley 
right now.” 

‘* J wish he’d managed to tell us what we’ve got 
to look out for,’’ muttered Tony, whose face was 
ashen. It was the first time he had seen a man die 
from close at hand. 

Sally was sitting on the sand a little way away, 
her face buried in her hands, her arm looped through 
the reins of the horses they had caught. 

‘* All right, Sally, get on your feet,’ said Pash 
gruffly. “‘ That’s the way rustlers usually go out.” 

‘* T think it’s horrible,’ she answered. 

‘You're sure right, kid, it is, but we didn’t do it 
and we couldn’t have done nothin’ to stop it. I 
reckon Tony’ll be gettin’ a tough idea of Arizona.” 
Pash turned to Tony. “ It ain’t allus like this, you 
know, pardner,” he said seriously. ‘“‘ We ain’t had 
no trouble with rustlers hereabouts for nigh on five 
years. You certainly did walk straight into it.”’ 

‘““Don’t worry about that,’ answered Tony. 
‘‘'What. are we going to do?’ We must save the 
cattle if we can—after all, my father has an interest 


in the ranch.”’ 
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“You figger what Gates told us makes a differs 
ence, eh ?”’ 

“* If what he said is true there is still time for us 
to head Grundle off from the border. We've got 
horses, and the dead cowboys’ weapons are lying 
about. Their food bags are on the saddles and we 
can fill our water-cans. As far as I can see we’re 
pretty well fixed for having a shot at stopping 
Grundle. But, of course, you know more about this 
sort of thing than I do, so I'll leave the decision to 
you.” . 

“The Valley o’ Death don’t sound too healthy,” 
returned Pash. ‘“ We ain’t got no right to take Sally 
there. In any case,.somebody ought to get back to 
the outfit and let °em know what’s happened.” 

“Tl ride back and tell them,” put in Sally 
promptly. 

‘You will ?” 

‘* Of course I will—why not ? ”’ 

‘*'You don’t mind goin’ alone ? ”’ 

‘Why should I ? ”. demanded Sally. ‘‘ You ain’t 
the only one who can handle a six-gun. I’m not 
likely to meet any rustlers now those who aren’t dead 
are on the way to the border.”’ 

‘““That’s swell,’ declared Pash. ‘‘ Tell you 
what. Me and Tony’ll ride down as far as the desert 


with you and see yer start across.”’ 
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“Don’t you worry. I’ll make the range,” de- 
clared Sally firmly. ‘‘ You boys go on and try to 
locate this bottle-neck Gates spoke about. If you 
can get there first you might be able to hold up the 
rustlers till the boys join you.” —, 

‘* That’s the idea,”’ agreed Pash enthusiastically. 
‘* You tell the boss what happened. Say we’ve gone 
right on up this cactus canyon, turning south at the 
dry water-course.”’ 

[ll start right away, while the sand is still cool 
from the rain.” 

‘* Not so fast, kid. We've got to eat some time, 
and, rustlers or no rustlers, I’m gettin’ mighty peckish. 
Gates won’t have no more use for grub, I reckon.”’ 
As he spoke Pash unfastened the dead man’s tucker- 
bag from the saddle, and, leading the way to a 
sheltered spot out of sight of the gruesome results of 
the recent battle, he divided the food that it contained. 
He wanted to make coffee, of which there was an 
ample supply, but Sally declared there was no time, 
apart from which there was a chance that the 
smoke of a fire would be seen by Grundle’s 
lynx-eyed Indians. | 

They all felt a good deal better for the meal, of 
which they were badly in need, although in the rush 
of events they had not realized it. As soon as it was 
finished they collected what weapons they required, 
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and, mounting their horses, set off at a canter towards 
the desert. | 

** You ain’t in no doubt about findin’ your way ?”’ 
Pash asked Sally anxiously. 

“ T can see the fringe of the D-bar-IO from here,” 
replied Sally briefly, which was true enough. 

“Take a line just south o’ that big butte—the one 
with the forked top,” said Pash, pointing. ‘ That'll 
take you straight to Blue Spring, where you'll be able 
to get a drink if you need one. Your pinto will, 
anyway.” Pash glanced at the sky meaningly, for 
the clouds had rolled on, and the sun was again 
beating down with fierce intensity. 

Sally waved her: hand and urged her horse 
forward. “T’ll get the boys along as quickly as I 
can,’ she promised. 

““S’long,” called Pash and Tony. 

For a while, until she was well out in the 
desert, they remained where they were, watching 
her. 

“ She sure is a swell kid,” declared Pash, turning 
back towards the canyon. “Come on, cowboy, 
we've got a long ride ahead of us. By the time 
this job’s finished you'll sure have cut your range 
teeth.” 

They rode on, passing the mouth of the collapsed 
defile and its grim guardians, and found themselves 
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threading a winding course between red cliffs and 
towering peaks. | 
“I wonder what Gates meant about the Valley 
of Death ? ” murmured Tony. 
_ Pash shook his head. ‘‘ Dunno—mebbe we shall 
find out,” he remarked prophetically. 


CHAPTER XIII 
SKELETON GULCH 


POR an hour the boys rode on through canyons 

and gorges that became more and more impressive 
in their wild grandeur, threading their way through 
fallen boulders, many of them of enormous size, 
and hideous growths of cacti, huge bloated bisnagos, 
with their protective.armour of bristling spikes, and 
towering sagueros, the fluted columns of which 
sometimes reached sixty or seventy feet above the 
ground. Even more horrible were the wide patches 
of appropriately named “ Spanish Bayonet,” short 
vicious spikes as sharp and as rigid as the weapons 
after which they were named. Pash told Tony they 
would pierce the sole of a boot as if it were ‘tissue 
paper. | | 

He took all these things as a matter of course, 
for he had grown up among them, so they were to 
him what common grass and hedgerows are in 
temperate climates; but Tony was fascinated by 
them, and he marvelled at the adaptability of nature 
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to protect itself against heat, drought, and inter- 
ference. He saw now why cowboys wore protective 
‘chaps,’ for although he took care to avoid the 
cacti his knees often came in contact with them, and 
without the chaps his legs would soon have been cut 
to pieces. 

An hour’s ride brought them to what was un- 
mistakably the dry water-course of which Gates had 
spoken, a river of sand with pools of salt crystals that 
glittered blindingly in the sunshine, winding through 
volcanic rocks of every shape and hue, a river at 
which in some remote age prehistoric monsters may 
have wallowed. It was obvious that many years had 
passed since water had flowed down it, for its banks 
were parched and sterile, as were the cliffs that 
towered a short distance away on either side. 

“ Sufferin’ coyotes! It sure is hot as brimstone,”’ 
muttered Pash, turning to the south as Gates had 
instructed them, keeping along the bed of the 
ancient stream. 

Tony tilted his sombrero over his eyes, for the 
glare was terrific. Vaguely he wondered why a river 
should dry up in such a curious manner, but sus- 
pected that it was due to some convulsion of the 
earth in the great volcanic age, which had either 
blocked the stream higher up or else turned the water 


into another channel. He perceived that it must 
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have been a rapid rather than a smoothly flowing 
stream, for the bed began to slope steeply down- 
wards; and as they rode on it became even steeper, 
as if the river had endeavoured to bore its way into 
the earth. The effect of this was to make the cliffs 
on either side rise higher, and it was not long before 
they were winding through a terrifying gorge over- 
hung by beetling crags that seemed likely to crash 
into the ravine in the not very distant future. 

‘This must be the Valley of Death Gates spoke 
about,” he remarked. 

‘** Don’t see much death about it,”’ returned Pash 
casually. ‘‘ I’ve seen places pretty near as bad up 
in Colorado, in the Grand Canyon country.” 

As the water-course descended, the heat became 
almost unbearable. Tony could not have imagined 
such heat. The occasional wafts of air that met 
them were scorching in their intensity, and seemed 
to have come straight from a furnace. Once he 
detected a curious smell that reminded him of 
something, but he could not recall what it was. He 
was too concerned with what they were doing to 
think much about it ; he rode on, half dazed by the 
heat. 

He was aroused from his reverie by a wild yell 
from Pash, who suddenly spurred his horse on 


ahead. 
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There was no need for 'Tony to ask what had 
excited him. Straight in front, in the centre of the 
dried-up torrent, was a wide pool of water—clear, 
sparkling water. He could hardly believe his eyes. 
He had heard of a mirage, but he had never seen 
one, and he suspected that he was now looking at 
one. Yet as he drew nearer it did not fade, as he 
fully expected it would; if anything, it grew clearer. 
‘If that isn’t real water then Ill never trust my 
eyes again,” he told himself. 

In the race for the pool he passed Pash and 
arrived at the edge first, laughing with glee as his 
horse’s legs splashed: in the transparent liquid. 
There could no longer be any question of a mirage. 
In a flash he was off his horse, bending down to 
drink. 

A violent blow in the chest sent him reeling 
backwards. Bewildered, he staggered to his feet 
and looked at Pash, for no-one else could have 
struck him. ‘‘ What the dickens do you think 
you're doing ? ”’ he demanded. 

Pash was looking about him with an odd ex- 
pression on his face. ‘‘ Not so fast, pardner,” he 
said grimly. 

Tony wondered if he were going mad. ‘ What’s 
the matter with you? I was only going to 


drink.”’ 
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“Your hoss ain’t in such a hurry. Take a look 
round, cowboy.” 

A glimmer of the truth leapt into Tony’s eyes as 
he looked at his horse. It was standing up to its 
fetlocks in water, but it made no attempt to drink. 
Its nostrils were quivering, and it jerked its head 
up and down as though unable to resist the tempta- 
tion to slake its thirst. Suspicion became certainty 
when Tony looked around the edge of the pool. 
For a distance of several yards the ground was 
strewn with skeletons, thousands of them, mostly of 
small rodents, but here and there larger ones—a 
buck, recognizable by its antlers, and several steers. 

Pash tapped him on the arm. “TI reckon he was 
in too big a hurry to drink,” he'said quietly, pointing 
to a human skeleton that lay stretched out on the 
sand, a rusty billy-can by its side. 

“* But what——”’ 

‘““Poison. That’s the answer, pardner. I’ve 
heard some of the old hands talk about these poison 
springs ; I ain’t never seen one, but I reckon that 
this is one of ’em. Just one o’ nature’s little jokes, 
mebbe.”’ 

“Joke!” Tony laughed bitterly. ‘The place 
is a death-trap, that’s what it is. I don’t see much 
joke about it.’”” He knew that had he been alone he 


would have drunk the water without hesitation ; 
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indeed, he had nearly done so. ‘“ What could poison 
water like this ? ” he asked, still finding the obvious 
truth difficult to believe. | 

Pash shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno. I 
ain’t no professor. There’s poison in the earth, I 
reckon, as well as minerals and things like that. 
When water comes up from such places its purty 
sure to be unhealthy.”’ 

Tony did not dispute this simple logic. He was 
still staring at the pool when again to his nostrils 
came the faint acrid reek which he had caught a few 
minutes before, but this time he recognized it. 
*€ Sulphur ! ” he cried. 

Pash was sniffing too. ‘“ Brimstone.” 

“Same thing. There must be volcanic activity 
not far away.” 

“You mean an earthquake ? ”’ 

“Yes. Earthquakes or volcanoes—or else we're 
on a thin patch of the earth’s crust. There are such 
places, I believe.”’ 

“Say, lay off that high-school stuff, pardner,”’ 
said Pash, grinning. 

Tony smiled. 

“ Let’s go on a bit,”’ he suggested. “This must 
have been the Skeleton Gulch Gates spoke about— 
or else the Valley of Death.” 

‘‘ Yeah, I reckon so. Let's ride.” Pash glanced 
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up at the beetling cliffs that cut into the clear sky 
far above them. “ This ain’t no place to get caught 
in an earthquake,”’ he observed. 

The boys remounted and rode on down the dry 
bed that continued to descend. They had gone 
perhaps a mile when both horses began to hang 
back. Pash looked at Tony, but said nothing. A 
little while later the gorge was filled with a low 
rumbling sound, like distant thunder. Indeed, Pash 
was so sure that it was thunder that he looked up at 
the sky—a blue slit far overhead. But Tony knew 
better. He had once climbed the well-trodden 
tourist track to the crater of Vesuvius. 

“That rumble was underneath, Pash, not up 
above,”’ he said. He pointed to a patch of soft mud 
a little to one side of where they were riding. The 
mud was heaving gently and throwing off a pale 
grey vapour. It looked like dirty water just begin- 
ning to boil. ‘ We shall have to watch where our 
horses are putting their feet,”’ he said seriously. 

Pash nodded, but did not speak. 

Both boys coughed as a definite reek of sulphur 
suddenly met them and bit into their lungs. A 
little farther on the water-course took a sharp bend ; 
round the bend floated wraiths of grey smoke. Both 
horses were now definitely alarmed, and began 


snorting. ‘Tony’s mount tried to turn. 
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Pash patted the neck of his restive animal. 
‘“‘ Pardner, it looks like we’re on the main trail to 
hell,’’ he remarked. 

Tony did not answer. Spurred on by curiosity 
he rode as far as the bend and then pulled up dead, 
staring at a spectacle so nerve-shattering that his 
heart sank. He sat still—or as still as his horse 
would permit—until Pash joined him. “I was 
wrong about the Valley of Death,” he observed. 
“We're only just coming to it. Take a look at 
this.” 

Pash whistled through his teeth. “ Sufferin’ 
snakes! You’re dead right. She sure is a whizzer.”’ 

“Whizzer ”’ was hardly the right description of 
the scene at which the boys sat gazing with mixed 
emotions. The ancient river bed now dropped 
steeply and lost itself in a.maze of boulders that lay 
at the bottom of a colossal valley, which seemed to 
have an average width of about a quarter of a mile. 
On both sides gaunt, grey cliffs, streaked and 
splashed with every colour of the rainbow, rose to a 
tremendous height; but one side was higher than 
the other, and towered up for at least three thousand 
feet, ending in a threatening, overhanging mass. It 
seemed as if something had eaten the bottom of the 
cliff away, causing the middle to fall out and leaving 


the top arching over. From among the boulders 
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which lay strewn about the floor of the valley smoke 
and steam coiled and hissed upwards. Not a plant, 
not a weed, broke the surface of the tortured earth. 

If the sight of this inferno was alarming, the 
noises were terrifying. The ground quivered with 
frequent tremors, accompanied on each occasion by 
hollow gurglings, hisses, and rumblings. Once a jet 
of boiling water shot high into the air like a fountain, 
impelled by pressure from below. The overheated 
atmosphere was heavy with the reek of sulphur. 
But what frightened Tony most were the landslides. 
Every time the earth shook, pieces of rock, some- 
times small and sometimes large, detached them- 
selves from the sides of the cliffs on either side and 
hurtled down into the valley. Gathering impetus 
as they fell, they sometimes dropped sheer, and 
sometimes bounced against other rocks, dislodging 
them or causing great masses to break away, to fall 
with a crash on the rocks that had already fallen. 
In one place there was a thousand-foot-long crack 
in the wall, a crack that narrowed and widened at 
every tremor, and it was obvious that thousands of 
tons of rock might break away at any moment. 

At’ school ‘Tony had learned that the earth’s 
surface was no more than a thin crust over a molten 
core of unimaginable heat, but for the first time he 


realized just what that meant, and wondered how 
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human beings could ever forget that they were 
living on a mere film of rock and soil over a furnace. 

“Waal, I reckon there ain’t no gettin’ through 
that, pardner,”’ observed Pash at last, eyeing the 
forbidding valley. 

Tony’s inclination was to turn and ride for his 
life, a desire that he knew was shared by his pinto ; 
but he did not yield to it. ‘“ Gates said there was a 
way through,” he muttered doggedly. 

““ Mebbe he was right, but is it worth it ?”’ 

*“‘ It may be worth three thousand steers.” 

“Tf I was alone I wouldn’t ride through that 
devil’s backyard for thirty thousand pure-bred 
shorthorns.” 

“I think there is more than steers involved, 
Pash,” said Tony quietly. ‘“‘ It’s a matter of—er— 
honour. We’ve got a job to do, and I hate the idea 
of packing up on it out of sheer funk. After all, 
we're still alive after a good deal, and, apart from the 
landslides, there may be no real danger. Oh, I hate 
this place as much as you do, but I don’t want to 
turn back before we know it’s impassable. If we 
did I should spend the rest of my life wondering ‘if 
we could have got through.” 

Pash tied his big yellow handkerchief over . his 
nose and mouth. ‘I ain’t got no argument against 


that, pardner. Mebbe you're right. All the same, 
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your Pop would sure reckon he’d got a loco calf if 
he could see what you a aim to do. Go ahead—I’m 
with you.” 

Down in the Valley of Death a landslide fell with 
a crash and a roar, and the earth quaked as if with 
resentment. Pools of turgid mud bubbled and 
boiled ; steam and sulphur fumes coiled from every 
crack and crevice, filling the air with choking gas. 

Tony gave a laugh. It was a little forced, 
admittedly ; but still, it was a laugh. 

‘*'The only way to deal with this is to treat it as 
a joke,”’ he explained in answer to Pash’s inquiring 
look. Dismounting, he began to walk forward, 
leading his unwilling pinto. He turned and patted 
its neck reassuringly. “Keep your head, old 
hoss,” he said. Then, as an afterthought, he took the 
water canister from the saddle, soaked the big 
bandana handkerchief he wore, and fixed it in such 
a way that it hung over the horse’s mouth and 
nostrils. His own smaller pocket handkerchief he 
also soaked and tied round his face, leaving only his 
eyes exposed. He advised Pash to treat his horse in 
the same way. As soon:as they were both ready he 
walked forward, picking his way between the 
bottomless mud holes that bubbled in the floor of 
the valley. 
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CHAPTER XIV 
THROUGH THE VALLEY OF DEATH 


[N his heart 'Tony did not think that they would 

get through the valley. If the attempt proved 
impossible he would turn back. Gates had said that 
it was possible to get through, but Tony suspected 
that the volcanic activity varied in intensity from 
time to time, and that when the dead range boss last 
saw it it might not have been so bad. 

He knew from the nature of the rocks that they 
were of volcanic origin, but he had assumed that 
the formation had occurred in the remote past, but 
he now saw that he had been mistaken. The 
subterranean fires were obviously still burning, and 
the whole place might be boiling up for another 
eruption. Still, he felt that such an occurrence 
while they were actually in the valley would be a 
remarkable coincidence, and he comforted himself 
with the thought that if an ‘eruption did occur he 
would not live long enough to know anything about 


it. So he went on slowly, testing the ground before 
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shifting his weight forward, as he had seen people 

do on ice that was hardly thick enough to. bear. 
The heat was. fearful, so fearful that he did‘ not 
perspire ; the moisture that broke through his skin 
evaporated as fast as it was formed. 

For a time they made fairly good progress, for as 
yet the valley was so wide that, by keeping to the 
centre, they were beyond the reach of falling rocks, 
unless there happened to be a major landslide. The 
mud pools, too, were fairly wide apart, and there 
was no difficulty in finding a way between them. 
In places where the mud had dried, it had hardened 
into the grey porous rock called pumice stone. 

They were now within a short distance of the 
middle of the valley, which was at the same time the 
lowest and the narrowest part. The cliffs were now 
no more than two hundred yards apart, and the 
floor nothing but broken rock that had fallen from 
them. Vapour drifted sluggishly between the walls. 
This narrow part continued for only a short distance, 
and then the floor of the valley began to rise again, 
to what they had every reason to hope would be 
normal ground. But the worst was now to come, 
and, even as Tony regarded the beetling crags, a 
lump broke off and went crashing across his path. 
If such apiece happened to fall while they were in 
line with it. a 
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Tony did not dwell on the possibility. He 
glanced over his shoulder at Pash, who was follow- 
ing close behind him. “ Last lap,” he called cheer- 
fully, and, giving his pinto a reassuring pat, pressed 
on as fast as the state of the ground permitted. 

They reached the centre of the valley without 
mishap. A few small pieces of rock had dropped 
from the quivering crags in front of them, and a 
larger mass had fallen behind, but it had done no 
more than upset the already tefrified horses. Tony’s 
dragged on its reins, and backed so near a smoking 
hole that the ground crumbled under its hooves. 
Tony spoke to it quietly, for he knew perfectly well 
that the first sign of fear on his part would cause it 
to panic. With his eyes on the safety zone ahead he 
walked on, choosing his way carefully. 

Twice the earth shook under his feet, producing 
a sensation more terrifying than anything he could 
have imagined ; it was as if a giant were imprisoned 
below, trying to beat his way out with a mighty 
hammer. The sensation of a stifled force was so 
real that he was quite prepared to see the whole 
place blow up at any moment. 

Another glance over his shoulder showed Pash 
still following along behind, hanging on to his reins 
as he tried to steady his horse, which was nearly 


beside itself with terror—which, in the circumstances, 
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was hardly to be wondered at. Had it broken loose 
and attempted to bolt it would certainly have met a 
miserable fate in one of the boiling pot-holes. 

They were within striking distance of the place 
where the ground began to rise again, the boulders 
once more giving way to sand, when Tony took a 
last apprehensive look at the overhanging crag that 
seemed to reach half-way to the sky.- To his 
unspeakable horror he saw that a portion immedi- 
ately above them had broken away, a mass of rock 
in the shape of an inverted cone, the base resting on 
no apparent foundation, about half-way down the 
cliff. The uppermost part, as large as a church, was 
literally swinging to,and fro, the crack between it 
and the cliff itself opening and closing with every 
subterranean pulsation. Clearly, it could only be a 
matter of seconds before it fell. Already little 
pieces were breaking off and careering downwards. 

This terrifying sight was too much for his self- 
control.. His lips went dry. ‘“‘ Look out, Pash!” 
he screamed, and vaulted into his saddle. 

The panic-stricken ht se needed no spur to goad 
it forward; it took the bi between its teeth and 
bolted, with Tony trying to shorten his reins with 
one hand and hang on to the saddle with the other. 
Two pot-holes at least the pinto took in its stride on 
that headlong flight, each time nearly throwing its 
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rider. Then the rattle of hooves on rock gave way 
to a softer pounding as they struck the sand, and at 
that precise moment the mass fell with a roar like 
the end of the world. 

Tony couldn’t look behind to see if Pash had 
got clear ; it was taking him all his time to hold on, 
for the pinto was jumping everything in its path. 
But as the ascent steepened it began to slow down, 
for it was beyond the strength of any horse to main- 
tain such a pace for long. With its flanks heaving 
as it drew in its breath in great gasps, the animal 
struggled on until, striking an extra soft patch of 
sand, it stumbled and fell. Tony was thrown clear, 
but he hung on to his reins. The pinto dragged him 
for a few yards and then stopped, exhausted. 

By the time Tony was on his feet Pash was beside 
him, wild-eyed, his face streaked with grime. He 
slid from. his saddle to the ground. “ Pardner,” he 
said earnestly, ““some guy once told me that the 
world was round. Is that correct ?”’ 

“* "That 1s the general impression—why ? ” 

‘* Because to get back home I aim to go right 
round and back up the other side before taking 
any short cut through that hump-backed, all-fired 
valley. Yes, sir. I don’t mind wrastlin’ a steer, 
but I ain’t goin’ to wrastle the devil in his own 


oven.” 
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Tony laughed—a ridiculous cackle that revealed 
the state of his nerves. _ | 

“‘Pardner,”’ he mimicked, “you sure said 
a-plenty. Never mind, we’re through. What we 
need now is water. If I don’t soon have some I shall 
burst into flames.” 

‘* Okay, let’s push on,” said Pash. “There'll 
be an ice cream soda-fountain round the bend, I 
shouldn’t wonder.” 

For two hours they rode on up a now gently 
rising valley. Neither spoke, for they were too 
exhausted. All they thought of was water. Pash 
still had a little in his can, but it was lukewarm, and 
tasted so strongly of chemicals that when he tried 
to drink some, thirsty as he was, he spat it out with 
a wry face. 

‘We'd better take a rest at that-next_bend,” he 
said at last. ‘‘ The pintos are purty near done up. 
We can’t go on much farther without givin’ ’em a 
breather or we'll ride ’em into the ground.” 

‘* Tm nearly whacked myself,” admitted Tony. 

He slipped stiffly out of the saddle when they 
reached the bend to which Pash had referred; it was 
under a high northern slope, so it had not had the 
sun on it, and for that reason was comparatively cool. 
He squatted on a boulder and fanned his face with 


his hat. Through a gap in the side of the valley he 
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could see for miles, but there was no sign of life— 
only a grey, barren landscape, broken here and there 
by stunted mesquite and cactus. He noted that the 
sun was well down towards the western horizon. 

“€ Sally ought to be back at the ranch by now,” 
he remarked. 

“Yeah, I reckon so,”’ agreed Pash. 

‘Tf the outfit starts right away they ought to get 
here some time to-morrow.” 

“‘T’ve been thinkin’. about that,” nodded Pash. 
“I don’t see how they can get here by dawn, not 
even if they face Hell Valley, which some of ’em may 
not care about.”’ 

‘‘ We should have left a mark to show them that 
we'd got through.” 

“They'll see our trail plain enough,” Pash 
pointed out. | 

“* If there comes more rain it may be washed out. 
We'll leave something to show that we’re through, 
and that we got as far as this, at any rate,” said Tony, 
and with small loose pieces of rock arranged an arrow 
pointing in the direction they were taking. ‘‘ How 
much farther have we to go, do you think?” he 
asked, sitting down again. | 

“To the bottle-neck? Four or five miles, I 
guess. Judging from what Gates said, it can’t be 


much farther. He didn’t say nothin’ about water, 
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which makes me think there must be some some- 
where, or he’d ’a’ warned us—I mean, he wouldn’t 
have told us to go on into country where there wasn’t 
a water-hole. The bottle-neck comes out near the 
border, and as the border is the river, the Rio 
Sonoita, mebbe he was thinkin’ o’ that.” 

“* It was dry when we saw it.”’ 

“Yeah, but it’s rained a heap since then. Even 
if it hadn’t rained here I reckon it’s rained farther 
north, in which case there ought to be water in it? 
All the same, we’d' best get on, so as to arrive before 
it gets dark.” 

* All right, I’m ready,” agreed Tony. “TI feel 
better for the rest.” 

The boys got back into their saddles and allowed 
the ponies to make their own way up the still rising 
valley. Pash, knowing the signs, kept a look-out for 
a possible water-hole, He found one, too, surrounded 
by pieces of broken potsherd—Indian work—but the 
hole looked as old as the hills themselves, and it 
turned out to be dry. He scraped a hole in the 
sand, but when, after going some way, he found 
that the sand was not even damp, he remounted and 
rode on. 

The sun was falling into the horizon in a blaze 
of crimson glory by. the time the boys reached the 


bottle-neck. There was no mistaking it—a long, 
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narrow ravine, which opened out into a wide 
canyon. They arrived at the narrow end, from 
which a faint trail wound through rock and cha- 
parral towards the south. Of the rustlers there was 
no sign. 

Tony examined the ravine, which was about 
thirty feet wide. ‘‘ I reckon two fellows could hold 
this against a crowd,” he decided. “ Particularly if 
there was a barrier across it,’ he added. 

‘You mean a cork in the neck of the bottle ? ”’ 
grinned Pash. 

‘Exactly. We could soon build a barrier ; 
there’s plenty of loose rock about.”’ 

“‘T reckon you're right, but first of all we’ve got 
to drink. So have the pintos. This trail out of the 
canyon heads south and oughta lead to the river ; 
accordin’ to Gates it can’t be far. You stay here if 
you're tired; I’ll go and try to locate it.” 

“No, I'll come,” said Tony quickly. “I think 
we'd better keep together in case of accidents.” 

Leading their tired horses they started walking 
down the faint trail. 

They heard the water before they saw it. So did 
the pintos. There was no holding them. Pash 
managed to get into his saddle as they lunged for- 
ward, but Tony was a little too slow and his horse 


broke away. However, he ran on after it, and there, 
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in a dip, was the river. Not only was there water in 
it, but it was in spate, a turgid yellow flood, proving, 
as Pash had supposed, that the rains had started in 
earnest farther north. 

The water was muddy, but to the boys it was 
nectar. They flung themselves down on the bank 
and allowed its coolness to swish down their parched 
throats into their stomachs. They drank and drank 
again, rolling the water round their mouths, enjoying 
the glorious stimulation it produced. When they 
could drink no more they went on rinsing their 
mouths. Then they washed their grimy faces, 
plunging their heads under the surface again and 
again, letting the water trickle over their dry 
skins. 

The ponies stood knee-deep, throats gulping, 
their flanks expanding and contracting. When they 
had drunk their fill they sported with the water, 
stirring it with their noses and tossing it back over 
their necks and shoulders. 

Pash untied the saddle bag which had belonged 
to the dead range boss, and they enjoyed a meal of 
broken biscuit with leathery flapjacks rolled round 
pieces of meat. - They ate like wolves, ravenously and 
unashamedly, for not until they started eating did 
they realize how famished they were. And as they 


ate their strength returned, ‘Tony perceiving for the 
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first time that the pleasure of eating, like many other 
things in life, is largely a matter of comparison. At 
home he had often turned his nose up at delicacies ; 
here he was eating food which his father’s kennel- 
men would hesitate to give to the dogs, and enjoying 
it more than any meal he could remember. He 
washed it down with another drink of muddy water. 
Sitting back, he wiped his mouth with his sleeve, 
and laughed for the sheer joy of living. 

‘'What’s'so funny ? ”’ inquired Pash. 

“This food,’”’ explained Tony. “I never en- 
joyed a meal so much in my life.” 

** All grub’s the same when you’re hungry,” re- 
turned Pash simply. ‘‘ You gotta want things before 
you can enjoy ’em. And I sure was ready for that 
bite. But we ain’t got no time to sit here yappin’. 
Let’s get back to the bottle-neck and see about fixin’ 
this barrier.” | 

They walked back, for it was only a short distance. 
Pash was silent, until Tony asked him what was on 
his mind. 

‘‘T’m thinkin’ about those steers,”’ he confessed. 
‘* I see now why Grundle’s rushin’ ’em—apart from 
the fear of bein’ followed. He musta got word that 
there was water in the river, else he wouldn’t have 
dared to drive ’em:so far. They’ll be crazy for water 


by the time they get here, and it'll take a pretty good 
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barrier to hold ’em ; but we gotta hold ’em somehow 
—till the boys arrive. If Grundle once gets ’em 
across the border, he’s safe. We daren’t foller him 
into Mexico.” . 

They tethered the ponies in a sheltered ‘spot 
where there was a little dry grass for them to graze 
on, and then set to work building a rock parapet 
from one wall to the other—not a difficult matter, for 
there was an unlimited supply of loose rock. They 
worked until it was too dark for them to see what 
they were doing, by which time it averaged four feet 
high. | 

*€ We'll pile some more rocks on in the mornin’,”’ 
declared Pash. ‘‘ We'd better see about gettin’ some 
sleep.” 

“Will the pintos be all right ? ”’ 

‘‘ Sure, they’re too tired to go far.” 

Tony curled up like a cat on the still warm sand, 
and was asleep instantly. 
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‘TON* was jerked into instant wakefulness by 

Pash shaking his arm.. He staggered to his feet, 
wondering what had happened, for it was not yet 
light. A crescent moon still hung low in the sky 
and the stars glittered almost frostily. ‘‘ What is 
it?” he asked quickly. 

** They’re a-comin’. Hark!” 

Tony stood still, listening. Rising and falling on 
the still air came a confused clamour, like waves on 
a distant shingle beach. 

*‘'That’s the herd,” said Pash. ‘‘ Grundle ain’t 
lost no time. They’re a long way away yet—sound 
travels on a night like this—but we’d best see about 
finishing the parapet.” ) 

“* How far are they away, do you suppose ? ” 

‘An hour, at least ; mebbe more.” 

‘Then let’s finish the job and get ourselves in 
shape to greet them when they arrive,” said Tony. 

“Yeah! The way to greet them doggone cattle 


thieves is with a bunch o’ slugs,’ grunted Pash. 
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‘“ That’s the language they talk themselves, and I 
reckon we can speak it. Let’s get goin’, pardner.” 

For an hour the boys worked like slaves, while 
the moon sank, the stars faded, and the clamour of 
the approaching herd became steadily more distinct. 
In the pale light of dawn they could see that their 
barrier was now a formidable obstacle, nearly seven 
feet high. Close to the top two loopholes had been 
left—gaps between the boulders. 

** It’ll take mor’n a steer to get over that I reckon,” 
declared Pash with deep satisfaction, looking through 
a loophole to make sure that it commanded a view of 
the canyon. “I guess it all depends now on how 
long it takes our cowboys to get here.”’ 

‘You don’t think we could hold the pass in- 
definitely ? ’’ queried Tony. 

“Nope. When they find.they can’t get through 
I reckon Grundle will send them Injuns of his to 
get round some other way, or climb up above us so 
as to shoot down on us. We'll wait till that time 
comes, though, before we worry about it. We're 
all set for the party. We can’t do no more.” 

They examined their weapons and sat down to 
wait, for, as Pash had said, there was nothing more 
they could do. They ate a few pieces of broken 
biscuit that remained in the grub bag. Tony 


munched contentedly. 
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The light grew stronger. From pale azure the 
sky deepened slowly to rich blue. The sun rose, 
and began its daily task of searing the wilderness with 
its heat. 

Pash got up, and standing on a boulder looked 
over the barrier. ‘‘ Here they come ! ’’ he announced. 

Tony got up from where he was sitting and went 
to a loophole. First he saw a single rider appear, 
cantering, round a buttress of rock that stood out in 
the canyon about half a mile away. He was followed 
almost immediately by the head of the herd, a 
surging wave of brown and white that rolled ever 
onwards, impelled by the pressure from behind. It 
was an impressive sight, one that Tony had often 
imagined when lying on a sick-bed at home. It 
seemed to him that nothing he had ever seen before 
created such an impression of life, strength, and 
vitality. The rider in front, an Indian, came straight 
on. Behind him came the steers, filling the canyon 
in a loose pack from side to side. Far behind, over 
the backs of the steers, were the bobbing heads of 
several more riders. ‘Tony watched the Indian 
curiously, wondering how long it would be before 
he saw the barrier, and what he would do when he 
did see it. | 

What he did was to jerk his pony to a sliding 


halt. For a moment he stared. . He glanced at the 
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herd behind him. Then he came on again at a full 
gallop. 

“'That’s the yeller skunk who plugged that 
wounded puncher in the back,” grated Pash, when 
the Indian was about fifty yards away. ‘‘ Waal, I 
guess he’s got it comin’ to him, so he may as well 
have it now. The gun-play’s got to start some time, 
so the more saddles we empty right now the better.”’ 
Bang! Pash’s rifle roared, shattering the quiet of 
the bottle-neck. The Indian rose up in his stirrups. 
His rifle flew out of his hands. \He clutched at the 
saddle to save himself, failed, and hit the ground in 
a cloud of dust. | 

Pash jerked out the empty cartridge, clicked 
another into the breach, and then stood up above the 
barrier, waving his hat and shouting. ‘‘ We gotta 
check the cattle, or they’re liable to flatten the 
barrier under their weight,” he told Tony, who at 
once got up and joined in the shouting. 

The leading steers, always ready to take fright, 
swerved ; those in the second rank started to slow 
down. Some turned, and in a few minutes the 
canyon was filled chock-a-block with a churning, 
bellowing sea of steers. Above the uproar came 
shots and shouts as the rustlers, not knowing why 
the steers had halted, tried to drive them on. 


Having achieved their object the boys got back 
(206) 209 14 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 


under cover of the parapet, and a few minutes later 
they could see a mounted Mexican threading his 
way through the press to find out what had caused 
the hold-up. Reaching the front rank of the steers 
he at once saw the parapet, and announced his 
discovery with a yell. But before he could explain 
to those behind what had happened Pash’s rifle 
cracked again, and he tumbled limply out of the 
saddle. 

‘‘'That’s two,” remarked Pash casually. ‘‘ We’re 
doin’ fine, pardner.”’ 

But those behind had either heard the shot or 
saw the Mexican fall, for they now gathered together 
near the side of the canyon. The boys could just see 
their heads and shoulders through the forest of horns. 
Presently, however, they disappeared—that is, all 
except one, a man with a bandaged head, whom Pash 
took to be Durango. 

‘ Looks like I didn’t hit that skunk hard enough,” 
he muttered regretfully. “‘ I reckon they’re goin’ to 
tackle us on foot. If they do we shan’t see ’em till 
they get right up in front of the cattle.” 

The steers were now standing more or less quiet, 
gazing about them in their usual vacant manner. 
About twenty minutes passed without anything 
happening, which, as Pash remarked, was a good 


thing, because every minute gained was to the 
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defenders’ advantage. Then, unexpectedly, a rifle 
cracked and a bullet flattened itself against the 
barrier uncomfortably close to Tony’s hat. 

‘* Keep your head down, pardner,’”’ snapped Pash, 
peeping through his loop-hole and firing~quickly. 
“Here they come; they’re crawlin’ through the 
steers. If we shoot at ’em we'll be more likely to 
hit, the steers in the legs than hurt the rustlers. 
We'd best hold our fire till they show themselves 
properly. They'll try a rush to get to the barrier, 
I shouldn’t wonder.”’ 

Instead of which, Grundle’s voice reached them, 
demanding with numerous unnecessary adjectives 
to know who had built the barrier, and why. 

Pash answered him. “It’s just us agin’,” he 
sneered. ‘“‘ You ain’t a-comin’ through this way, 
rustler.”’ | 

At the sound of his voice Grundle ripped out a 
string of oaths, and presently he could be heard 
urging his men to charge. But it seemed that none 
of the Mexicans or Indians was anxious to be the first 
to expose himself. No doubt they could see the 
barrier and the loopholes, and must have realized 
that their chances of reaching it were not very 
bright. 

Tony saw one man sneaking along the foot of 


the precipice. He took careful aim and fired, but to 
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his disgust saw the bullet strike the rock several 
inches above the man’s head. Knowing that he had 
been seen, the man darted back amongst the cattle. 
At the same moment four others sprang to their feet 
in front of the steers and made a dash for the barrier, 
covered by a brisk fire from those who remained 
behind. Bullets thudded against the rocks or 
ricochetted off them with a terrifying noise. 

Both boys started firing at once as fast as they 
could pull their triggers, and the stream of lead 
they poured out was more than the attackers could 
stand. Two of them fell. The other two darted 
back. One of the men who had fallen, a Mexican, 
got to his feet and limped back towards the steers. 

“I thought they’d soon have a bellyfull o’ that,” 
grunted Pash as he reloaded. ‘If our boys are near 
enough to hear the shootin’ it’ll hurry ’em along. 
Where’s that skunk Durango gone ? He was holdin’ 
the hosses. I don’t see him no longer.” 

‘“‘Nor I,” muttered Tony anxiously. ‘I notice 
Grundle takes jolly good care not to show himself.” 

A lull fell, a rather trying lull from Tony’s point 
of view, for he could neither see nor hear the rustlers. 
They were, he assumed, planning another method 
of attack. Pash kept glancing up at the rocky 
skyline of the canyon which towered above them. 
“'That’s the way they’ll come,” he decided. 
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“Tf they get above us they'll make things dashed 
unhealthy down here,” Tony pointed out. 

‘They sure will. Keep close to the wall—we 
can’t do nothin’ else. You watch the canyon and 
I’ll watch the ridge.” ° 

Several minutes passed. Then a rifle cracked 
and a bullet spurted sand from the ground into 
Tony’s face. 

** There they are, on top!’ shouted Pash. 

At the same moment there was a rapid thud of 
hooves, and several riders swept down on the 
parapet. 

The boys realized their danger instantly. They 
could no longer man the loopholes without exposing 
themselves to the rustlers on the ridge, yet to 
abandon their position meant that the men on the 
ground would reach the barrier. 

“This way!” yelled Pash, and leaving the 
barrier began climbing up a chaos of loose rock. 
From about thirty feet up they found that they 
could overlook the barrier without offering them- 
selves as targets to the men on the ridge. 

But by this time the rustlers in the bottle-neck 
had reached the barrier, and, dismounting, took 
cover behind it. Tony saw the top of Grundle’s 
hat, but the rustler took care not to expose himself. 


There was a wild moment in which bullets flew in 
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both directions. Above the din Grundle could be 
heard shouting something, but the boys could not 
catch what he said. Then, unexpectedly, the men 
behind the barrier leapt into their saddles and swept 
out of sight down the canyon. . 

“’'They’ve bolted!” shouted Tony excitedly. 

Before Pash could reply there was a flash of 
flame and a mighty roar. Smoke swirled high, 
pieces of rock soaring with it. 

‘Watch your head!” yelled Pash, as the rocks 
began to rain down. ‘“‘ He’s dynamited the barrier |” 

This conjecture was proved correct as soon as 
the smoke cleared. ‘The barrier had almost entirely 
disappeared. The rocks of which it had been 
composed lay scattered about. The rustlers could 
be heard shouting, and the cattle renewed their 
bellowing. 

“They’re gom’ to bust the herd straight 
through,” snapped Pash. 

‘What can we do?” cried Tony despairingly,. 
for he saw that if they attempted to leave the rock 
behind which they crouched they would expose 
themselves to the fire of the rustlers on the opposite 
ridge. 

““'There’s only one thing for it,” declared Pash 
feverishly. ‘‘ Plug the steers as they come through. 


Shoot as fast as you can. We'll make another 
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barrier—of steers. Look! ‘The fellows are goin’ 
back along the ridge. They can’t get down this side 
so they’re goin’ back to where they got up. I 
reckon they’ll come through with the steers.” 

“Then we’ll get them as they come through ! ” 
cried Tony. ‘“‘ Don’t shoot the steers, poor brutes. 
Let them go. Even if they get through, the rustlers 
will have to pass in front of us. We'll save our shots 
for them.” 

‘* We'll lose the cattle.”’ 

“‘ Never mind that. They’ll be too tired to run 
far. Let’s concentrate on stopping the rustlers.” 

This sounded a reasonable plan, but it turned 
out to be not so easy as the boys expected. | For 
one thing, they were taken by surprise. They heard 
the thunder of the approaching herd, and lowered 
their weapons to watch. Instead of the expected 
cattle, however, an Indian and a Mexican tore 
through at breakneck speed, hanging round their 
horses’ necks in such a way that their bodies were 
protected by their mounts. Before the boys could 
recover from their surprise the two rustlers were 
through. Swinging in opposite directions they 
opened a rapid fire on the place where the boys were 
taking cover. They returned the fire, but failed to 
hit the fast moving targets. A moment later the 


steers, half crazed with terror, began to pour through 
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the bottle-neck into the more or_less open chaparral 
which lay between it and the river. : 

Pash’s rifle click$d on an empty breech. He 
threw the weapon down, and, drawing his revolvers, 
continued blazing at the two rustlers who were now 
trying to get control of the steers. Tony also fired 
several shots. “‘ Give me some more cartridges,”’ he 
panted, when his guns were empty. 

“What! Ain’t you got none left ?”’ 

No.” 

‘““T’ve only got two or three myself,’ muttered 
Pash. “I guess we’ve been too free with ’em. 
We mustn’t waste no more shots on them two 
fellers outside; ITIl save what I have left for 
Grundle.”’ | 

Tony did not reply; he felt that their plan had 
miscarried badly, but he could not see that they could 
have done anything else. They had not reckoned on 
more dynamite, and now the barrier was down the 
tables had been turned on them to such an extent 
that they themselves were in a bad position—or they 
would be as soon as the cattle were through and the 
rustlers turned their attention to them. Another 
disconcerting factor which neither of them had 
reckoned with was the dust raised by the herd. It 
smoked up in an ever-increasing volume from the 


churning hooves until the animals could only be 
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faintly seen. If it got any worse the rustlers would 
be able to ride through with impunity—apart from 
which it got into their eyes and throats, half blinding 
them and making them cough and sneeze. What 
with the dust, the reek of the steaming hides, and 
the thunder of hooves, the valley had become sheer 
pandemonium. He stared down on the misty tide 
of steers surging below until he was dizzy. It 
seemed to have been going on for hours. 

“‘Grundle is goin’ to get all the steers through 
before he comes through himself, I reckon,” mut- 
tered Pash through the handkerchief which he had 
tied over his nose and mouth ; and hardly had the 
words left his lips when, to add to the confusion, 
there came another explosion. 

It seemed to come from some distance up the 
steeply sloping rock face above them. Tony looked 
up. He just had time to see Durango standing on 
the rim, silhouetted against the sky. Then, starting 
some way below him, a mass of rock began to move, 
slowly at first, but with ever-increasing velocity. 
What had happened was only too apparent. Grundle 
had got above them and had dynamited the rock 
immediately over the place where they crouched. 
The explosion had started a landslide,:as no doubt 
was intended, and it would, in another few seconds, 


bury them under hundreds of tons of rock. There 
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was only one retreat, and that was downwards—and 
below them surged the living torrent of steers. 

Pash turned a white, distorted face to Tony. 
‘* We’ve got one chance,” he said in a curiously calm 
voice. “If we stay where we are we're done. If 
we fall under them steers we'll be ground to pulp. 
We gotta go on top of ’em. Keep your nerve and 
you ll be all right. Watch me, I’ll show you how.” 

Pash dropped his guns and gripped 'Tony’s hand 
with an impulsive gesture. ‘‘ See you later, pard- 
ner,” he muttered, and, turning, blundered down- 
wards towards the steers. A yard above the seething 
mass of hair and hide he crouched. Then, like a 
frog, arms and legs extended, he dived. He landed 
astride a steer. His hands gripped its horns. In an 
instant he was swallowed up in the dust. 

Already Tony could hear the ominous roar of 
the sliding rock above the thunder of the herd, and 
he knew that he had no time to lose. If he stayed 
where he was he was doomed. He was doomed 
anyway, he thought, but by following Pash he still 
had a remote chance. He half slid, half fell down 
the thirty feet of hillside that intervened between 
him and the herd. In the end he had no choice as 
to what he should do, for he could not stop. All he 
could see through the dust was a blur of brown and 


white, spiked everywhere with curving horns. He 
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fell forward and landed on something soft, some- 
thing that rocked under him. He got one hand on 
a horn, then the other. Somehow he managed to 
get his legs astride the broad back of the plunging 
beast, which could go neither faster nor slower than 
the procession in which it was pressed. Nor could 
it buck. Willy-nilly it was carried along by the tide, 
and Tony was carried with it. Bending his legs 
back from the knee joints to prevent them from 
being crushed in the bovine mill, he hung on like 
grim death. All around him, as far as his limited 
vision extended, was a tossing sea of hides, heads, 
and horns. 
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ig would not be easy to describe 'Tony’s thoughts 

during the next five minutes; yet they were not 
so chaotic as might be expected, for the simple fact 
that they were entirely concentrated on the business 
of staying on his unwilling steed. He knew only 
too well the fate that awaited him should he fall. 
Vaguely he wondered how Pash was faring, but 
neither the rustlers nor the O-bar-O outfit had any 
place in his mind. Blinded by perspiration and 
choked by dust, he clung with both hands to the 
curving horns, gripping the beast’s heaving flanks 
with his knees. For the rest, he was prepared to 
leave everything to fate. 

His worst moments now began, and for this 
reason. As the cattle debouched from the narrow 
bottle-neck, naturally the pressure on each side of 
the herd was no longer there to keep it compact. 
The steers began to spread out, which gave each 
individual beast greater freedom of movement. For 


the most part they were content to run straight on, 
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straight towards the river which they could probably 
smell, to slake the thirst that must be consuming 
them ; but the animal which Tony had selected for 
the honour of carrying him had another, a more 
pressing, matter to attend to first, which was to get 
rid of its unusual burden. So, as soon as it found 
itself able to do so, it started kicking up its hind legs 
and generally performing that operation for which 
the concertina is particularly designed. The diffi- 
culty of staying on its back was, therefore, rendered 
far more difficult. . 

Tony set his teeth and hung on, for behind him 
thundered the main herd. He could not see it for he 
dare not look back, but he could hear it. He could 
see some way ahead, however, for as the herd split 
up the dust it raised naturally diminished. At first 
all he could see was steers crashing through the grey 
mesquite, for his mount had rushed on until it was 
practically in the front rank; but then he became 
aware of a blur which seemed to be travelling in a 
different direction from the rest. It was coming 
diagonally towards him, across the path of the herd, 
and as it drew nearer he recognized it for a Mexican ; 
to be more precise, Luis Durango, easily identified 
by the bandage he still wore round his head. From 
time to time flames spurted from his right hand, and 


Tony knew that the man was shooting at him. He 
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could do nothing to prevent it. To stop the steer 
was out of the question. All he could do was let go 
of the horn with his right hand and with his fist 
beat on the shoulder of the steer to make it turn. 
At least that was his idea, but he might as well have 
tried to move a mountain. The beast plunged 
straight on, bucking, and it may have been this 
erratic progress that saved Tony from the Mexican’s 
shots, for he offered a target by no means easy 
to hit. | 

What the rustler actually did, accidentally or 
deliberately, was to hit the steer. A bullet struck it 
in the base of the throat, and it gave a convulsive 
bound which threw Tony over its head. After 
stumbling a few paces it crashed to the ground. 
Tony was hurtled forward like a stone from a 
catapult. Fortunately he struck a patch of soft 
sand, but even so the breath was knocked out of 
him. Gasping, he got to his knees. ‘Twenty yards 
away was the vanguard of the herd, bearing straight 
down on him. He gave himself up for lost. 

Then, in some extraordinary way, his bandana 
handkerchief tightened round his throat, strangling 
him most painfully. At the same time he began to 
fly over the ground—at least his head and shoulders 
did, but his feet still trailed in the dust. This 


went on for about half a minute; then his speed 
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was checked and he felt himself at a standstill, 
on his feet. 

For a moment or two he staggered about, sway- 
ing dizzily as he tried to keep his balance and at the 
same time get his breath. Everything around him 
was spinning. Then, slowly, it cleared and came to 
rest. He saw the herd, some distance away, rushing 
on through the mesquite. A cowboy was sitting on 
a horse looking down at him with cold, dispassionate 
eyes. It was Tex Bradley. 

“Tex!” gasped Tony. ‘‘ You dragged me 
clear !”’ ; 

“Say, what gave you the idea that you could 
wrastle a steer ? ’’ inquired the cowboy belligerently. 

** Give me—a drink. I'll tell you,” Tony panted. 

He seized the proffered can and gulped water 
greedily. ‘“‘ Pash is here somewhere,” he puffed. 
‘* He’s on a steer, too—at least he was when I -last 
saw him. Grundle’s rushing the herd across the 
‘border. We tried to hold the steers in the canyon, 
but they broke through. We were under the cliff ; 
Grundle blasted a landslide on to us and we had to 
grab the steers to get clear.”’ 

Tim Maloney came galloping up. 

* 'Where’s Grundle now ? ” snapped Tex. 

“‘He’s behind the cattle—still in the canyon. 


There must be three or four men still with him. 
223 


THE RUSTLERS OF RATTLESNAKE VALLEY 


We dropped some. There’s an Indian and Luis 
Durango out here somewhere with the cattle.” 

‘You needn’t worry no more about Durango,”’ 
remarked Tex calmly. “I got ’im jest as he got 
your steer and he fell under the herd. I reckon 
what’s left of im won’t give a coyote a square meal.” 

Daddy Moore dashed up, jerking his horse to a 
stop. ‘‘ Where’s Pash ?” 

‘‘ 'The last I saw of him he was on a steer.”’ 

“You find some place ter hide till we git 
through,” said Tex curtly. “The outfit’s close 
behind.”’ 

The three cowboys swept away towards the 
cattle. 

Tony ran towards. the high ground on the near 
side of the bottle-neck, making a detour on account 
of the cattle, which all seemed to be heading towards 
the river. He scrambled a little way up the rock to 
a position from which he could overlook the scene. 
For the most part it consisted of steers. Across the 
front of the herd the three cowboys were riding, 
yelling, and firing their guns. Then Pash came into 
sight on the far side of the cattle. He was riding a 
pinto and leading another. Tony recognized them 
as their own. He saw Pash. wave his arm, and 
heard him shout to Daddy Moore, who pointed ; 


then Pash came on, threading his way through the 
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opening ranks of the steers to where Tony was 
crouching. His brown face split into a broad grin 
when their eyes met. ‘‘ Good for you, cowboy! ” 
he shouted. 

Tony was scrambling down to him when the 
rest of the outfit arrived at a gallop, Grant Wales in 
the lead. They pulled up when they reached the 
boys. 

“‘ Say, what the heck’s goin’ on?” demanded 
the range boss. 

In a few words Pash told him all that had hap- 
pened. 

As soon as he had finished Grant turned ‘to his 
men and waved his arm. 

‘“‘ C’mon, boys, let’s go!” he shouted. 

Tony took the reins of his horse from Pash and 
scrambled into the saddle. ‘“ We must see the end 
of it,”’ he said emphatically. 

What-with the clouds of dust that still hung over 
the scene, and the scattering herd, this was easier 
said than done. However, after a little while they 
found that the steers had halted to drink when they 
reached the-river; the main herd had fanned out 
on either side, and was settling down, apparently 
content to remain near the water. Several cowboys 
were walking their horses among them, singing to 


keep them quiet. 
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Presently the boys made out the boss, with 
Daddy Moore, Tex, and Tim sitting still on théir 
horses near the foot of the cliff, as close as they could 
get to the bottle-neck, waiting for the remainder of 
the steers to come through. To ride through the 
narrow opening against the tide was obviously im- 
possible. The boys joined them. 

“‘What’s happened to Durango and the other 
fellow who came through?”’ Pash asked Tony the 
question, but Tex answered. | 

“We took care of ’em,”’ he said grimly. “‘ Dur- 
ango fell under the herd, so I reckon what’s left of 
him won't be worth cats’ meat.”’ 

“Does Grundle and the others know you're 
here?” 

“They will, in a minute, when the steers are 
through,” grunted Tim. ‘“‘ You boys keep outta this. 
There’s apt ter be lead flyin’ any minute.”’ 

The boys drew back. They borrowed some 
cartridges from the cowboys and filled their guns. 

The end came suddenly. The stream of steers 
dried up and the thud of hooves died away. Behind, 
on steaming horses, came a Mexican, closely followed 
by Grundle and two Indians. The Mexican let out 
a yell of surprise and warning: His hand jerked to 
his belt, but before he could pull his gun three shots 


crashed in quick succession. The Mexican, fingers 
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clawing at his horse’s neck, fell to the ground. 
Grundle and the two Indians whirled round and rode 
back up the canyon, flogging their horses. The 
O-bar-O outfit started in pursuit. Tex was in 
front. His gun roared and one of the Indians fell ; 
his horse raced on, riderless. Tex and Tim were 
both firing now, and presently the second Indian 
pitched out of his saddle, hitting the gravel floor 
with a crash and rolling over and over until he 
struck a rock. Grundle, crouching .low over his 
horse’s neck tore on alone, from time to time firing 
behind him. | 

‘‘ Open out—open out!” yelled Grant. “ He'll 
be hittin’ some one in a minute. I aim to take that 
skunk alive.” 

Grundle, spurring his horse unmercifully, man-. 
aged to get a lead of about a hundred yards, probably 
because the cowboys’ horses were tired after their 
fast ride from the O-bar-O. He didn’t ride straight 
down the middle of the canyon. Tony noticed that 
he was gradually working towards the cliff that 
bounded it on the left-hand side, and presently, when 
the rustler turned sharply into a ravine, this man- 
ceuvre was explained. A quarter of a mile farther 
on and the rustler again turned to the left, this time 
down an even narrower ravine. The floor of it was 


thick with boulders, but Grundle raced on, riding 
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like a madman, without any consideration for his 
horse. 

“* He’s headin’ back fer the border!” yelled 
Tex suddenly. “If he makes it, we'll lose him yet.” 
He started shooting again, but the state of the ground 
prohibited accuracy with a rifle, and the range was 
still too long for revolvers. 

It now looked as if the rustler might indeed 
escape, for the end of the ravine came into view, and 
beyond it lay the belt of chaparral that separated the 
mountains from the river. The boys had been 
through the chaparral, so they. knew it was only a 
short distance to the river—a fact which Pash made 
known to the boss. | 

Then, almost at the mouth of the ravine, just 
when it looked as if his escape was assured, Grundle’s 
own crazy riding brought about his downfall. A 
ridge of loose rock, the tail of a landslide from above, 
lay across his path, and instead of riding over it he 
spurred his weary. horse to take it at a jump. The 
gallant animal did its best, but it was attempting the 
impossible. It fell. The rustler, by a brilliant feat 
of horsemanship, landed on his feet ; he kicked his 
horse to get it up again; it tried to get up, but fell 
back, obviously hurt. Grundle, his hands on his 
hips, and his face twisted into a scowl, turned to 


face his pursuers. 
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Grant Wales pulled up instantly. He knew that 
Grundle, faced with hanging if he were taken 
alive, would fight; he also knew that he had 
not earned his nickname of ‘‘Two-gun” for 
nothing. If the cowboys tried rush tactics they 
would undoubtedly get him in the end, but one or 
two of them would certainly be killed or wounded 
in the attack. 

Tex Bradley slid off his horse and handed his 
reins to the boss. 

“‘ Okay, boss,” he said’ quietly. ‘“* Leave this to 
me.”’ | 

“Take it easy, Tex,” protested Grant. Wales. 
“* Wait till I get some of the boys at the far end of 
the gulch, and then we'll close in on him.” 

“There ain’t no need fer that,’’ grunted Tex. 
‘‘ Grundle allus claimed he was smarter with a gun 
than me. I reckon it’s time we settled that argu- 
ment.” With his hands held a little away from 
his sides he began walking towards the cornered 
rustler. 

Tony watched, spellbound... His heart was 
thumping painfully. The only sound was the heavy 
breathing of the horses and the musical jingle of 
spurs as ‘T’ex walked on. Neither of the two men 
had as yet drawn their guns. Tex went on, slowly, 


his eyes on the man in front of him. Grundle, his 
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hands resting lightly on his hips, stood by his fallen 
horse, glowering at the oncoming cowboy, his lips 
parted, showing his teeth in a ferocious scowl. 

Pash caught Tony’s eye and urged his horse 
nearer to the side of the ravine. ‘ We'd best keep 
out of the line,” he observed calmly. 

Tony followed his advice, but without taking his 
eyes from the drama going on in front of him. Tex 
was now within fifty yards of the rustler, and walking 
more slowly. Not for a moment did he take his eyes 
off him, which meant that he had to feel his way over 
the rough ground with his feet. The distance 
between the two men closed—forty yards—thirty— 
twenty. Still neither of them drew their guns. Tony 
could hardly breathe. | 

Then, when Tex was not much more than a dozen 
yards away, he appeared to strike his toe against a 
rock and stumble. Whether this was an accident, or 
whether it was done deliberately to mislead the 
rustler, Tony never knew. Grundle jumped at his 
opportunity—or what he took to be an opportunity. 
His hands flew to his guns, and simultaneously they 
flashed fire. Shots rang out, like a burst from a 
machine-gun.. But the rustler appeared to be firing 
into the ground. Sand spurted up in front of his 
feet. Then he crumpled and lurched forward on 


to his face. ‘The guns flew out of his hands. He 
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struggled to rise, only to slide forward again and 
lie still. | 

Tony switched his eyes to Tex. He was holstering 
hisguns. Fora few seconds he gazed at his fallen foe, 
smoke drifting from his hips. Then he turned, 
and, rolling a cigarette, came strolling back to where 
the others were waiting. 

“‘ Good work, Tex,” grunted the boss. 

“* Nothin’ to it,” returned the cowboy casually. 

Tony swallowed something that seemed to have 
got stuck in his throat. 

‘“‘T guess we'd better see about roundin’ up the 
steers,’ went on Tex. “I reckon they won’t go far 
from the water, though.” 

The boss turned to Tony, and noted his tired 
expression. “‘ You get back home,” he ordered 
curtly. “If your Pop hears about this Till be 
lookin’ fer a new job. All the same, I allows you 
ain’t done bad fer a start. We'll make a cowboy 
out of you.” | 

‘ By Japers! He’s one already!” snorted Pash 
indignantly. “ You wait till you’ hear what we’ve 
done.”’ 

“‘ T’ve heard a bit of it from Sally,” returned the 
boss. ‘‘ There ain’t nothin’ more for you to do here, 
so you get Tony back to the ranch-house, pronto. 


Take the way Grundle brought the cattle here— 
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unless you fancy your chance goin’ through that 
red-hot canyon again. We'll attend to the cattle.”’ 

Pash turned to Tony. “I reckon the boss is 
right,’ he announced. “ It’s gettin’ time we had a 
bite o’ real grub to-eat and a night’s rest.”’ 

Tony smiled a tired smile. Now that the business 
was over he was feeling limp. 

“* You sure said it, pardner,”’ he drawled. 

Side by side the boys rode slowly up the canyon. 
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ROUND-UP 


HE journey back to the O-bar-O ranch was 

“~ uneventful—strangely so it seemed to Tony, for 

since his arrival events had followed each other so 

quickly that he had scarcely had time to review them, 

or even think coherently. It seemed unnatural that 
everything was really quiet. 

Sally saw them coming and rode out to meet 
them, and was soon telling them how she had met the 
cowboys near Blue Spring, looking for the missing 
cattle. But Tony scarcely heard her; now that all 
danger was past he realized how tired he was, and 
by the time they reached the ranch-house he was 
swaying in his saddle. However, he put his pinto 
in the corral, and in a sort of dream made his way 
to the bunk-house. He remembered sinking on his 
bed—but no more, and thereafter he lost a day out 
of his life by sleeping the clock round. 

When he awoke he noticed that Pash was already 


up and out, but shortly afterwards he burst in to 
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announce that the herd was just arriving, and that 
the sheriff was there to hear the story. _ 

That was enough for Tony, who went down with 
Pash to the yard, where they found the sheriff 
talking to Grant Wales, who had ridden in ahead of 
the outfit. 

The sheriff smiled at the boys as they walked up. 
“* Howdy, Pash,’ he drawled. 

“Howdy, Sheriff.” 

The sheriff’s eyes came to rest on Tony. A 
puzzled frown puckered his forehead. ‘‘ Why, 
Grant, I thought you said you’d got a sick maverick 
comin’ along. If this is it he don’t look so sick to 
me.” 

_ The range boss stroked his chin. “ No, now you 
come to mention it he don’t, neither.” 

Which was obviously true, for Tony’s face was 
already a healthy brown, and in Pash’s clothes he 
looked as if he had been born and bred on the 
range. 

““Let’s forget about being sick, boss,” he 
said with a grin. “J never felt so fit m my 
life—in fact, I didn’t know it was possible to 
feel so fit.” 

‘“You’d better keep a rope on him, Pash,” 
laughed the boss, “‘ or he’ll be throwin’ a steer before 


you, yet.” Then he became serious. ‘‘ You two 
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boys have done a good job,” he announced gravely. 
“If it hadn’t been for you we should sartenly have 
lost them steers, and Bud might have laid in Rattle- 
snake Valley till he died. He’s doin’ fine, and he aims 
to be in the saddle in a week or two. Don’t go tar 
away, either of you.”” The boss’s eyes twinkled and 
he dropped his voice. ‘“ Don’t let on, but I heard 
the cowboys talkin’ jest now, and I gather they’ve 
got a little initiatin’ ceremony to perform.” 

Pash nudged Tony in-the ribs. ‘‘ That’s you ! ” 
he cried delightedly. “‘ It means they’ve accepted 
you as a cowboy—and it ain’t everybody they 
honours thataway.” 

At Grant Wales’s invitation they went into the 
kitchen for breakfast, and found Sally already 
there. 

Tony, who felt that he could go on eating in- 
definitely, ate so much that even Mrs. Wales was 
at last compelled to protest. ‘‘ You'll be getting 
indigestion,” she scolded. 

“Indigestion ? What’s that ?”’ asked Tony with 
a grin. 

After they had finished, at the sheriff’s request 
the boys related the whole story from the time of 
Tony’s arrival at the ranch. Tony concluded by 
asking the sheriff to inquire into the question of the 


ownership of the secret canyon, for he proposed 
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asking his father to buy it for him so that he, Pash, 
and Sally could start a small private ranch of their 
own which need not interfere with their present 
work on the O-bar-O. 

“You get the canyon, and I'll let you pick a 
dozen head of the best stock we’ve got, to give you 
a start,” declared the boss. “ I reckon you’ve earned 
"em. Now I’ve got to get along and check up on 
those steers. Pash; you can show Tony over the 
main range, which he ain’t seen yet, but don’t go 
too far, because, as I told you, the boys aim to 
have a celebration to-night, and there may be a little 
hossplay. And be careful what you’re doin’ with 
them guns.” | 

“Tl see they don’t get into trouble,” smiled 
Sally, and, as she linked arms with the boys, the 
three chums walked away towards the corral. 


THE END 
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